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Doctors In the Isolated Room 


The uniqueness theorems of Kirchhoff and Neumann are the foundation for 
the method of potentials. For, when uniqueness of solution is established, 
one needs to find only a solution of a given boundary-value problem: that 
solution is the solution. 


But it is essential for our theory to be able to violate the uniqueness of 
solution is one way or another. We know that elastic columns can buckle, 
thin shells may collapse, airplane wings can flutter, machinery can become 
unstable in one sense or other. The word “stability” has many meanings; to 
define a stability problem we must define the sense of the word stability. 
But a large class of practical stability problems is connected with the loss of 
uniqueness of solution. Under certain circumstances two or more solutions 
may become possible; some of these may be dangerous from engineering 
point of view or undesirable for the function of the machinery; and the 
circumstances are said to cause instability. 


This excerpt is from Foundations of Solid Mechanics (written by Y. C. 
Fung) 
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Chapter 1: Thought Set In Motion 
As 


“Regarding the calculus problem made by Saikawa-sensei. I think ... 
This part to find the general solution of the differential equation is not 
in the textbooks for high school students. And, you know ... If they 
calculate this problem without any thought, it is indeed impossible to 
solve it in thirty minutes, isn’t it?” A middle-aged professor gave his 
opinion. 


“T think so, too.” Associate Professor Saikawa responded. “But if they 
realize that they can transpose y to the left side and integrate, they 
should be able to get the answer in five minutes.” 


“How many people do you think could realize that?” 


“Ten or twenty percent, maybe. Would that be a problem? Isn’t that 
what an exam is all about? At least we are trying to sift through the 
humans with this problem ... There is no point in making a problem 
that everyone can solve.” Saikawa spoke plainly, trying to avoid 
showing emotion as much as possible. 


Yes, that is what an exam is supposed to be. They are not designed to find 
dropouts by giving problems that anyone can solve. The examinations are 
there to find out the outstanding talents by giving them problems that 
cannot be easily solved. However, Saikawa did not say so because it 
would cause a quarrel with his opponent. If the one had an above 
average brain, Saikawa’s words would have been enough for him to 
realize it. 


“Problems that require such type of inspiration are shunned.” Another 
man said in an elegant voice. “Our image will be negatively assessed if 
we make such problems. After all, an exam with an average 60 to 70 
points score is desirable.” 


What is the subject of the verb “assess”? Saikawa wondered. Is it mass 
media or a prep school ...? 


“Understood ... Then, please reject the problem I made.” Saikawa 
smiled. It was pointless for him to try to make his point any further. 


“But, I am sure that this problem is excellent.” The professor who 
spoke earlier said, looking at the chairperson. “Could you not devise 
and change the problem to something a little more elegant and 
simple?” 


Everyone can at least express beautiful words. Saikawa thought. 


“T think elegant problems require a particular spark of inspiration, am 
I wrong?” Saikawa pointed out. “The word ‘simple’ could mean many 
things, though ... If I make a problem solvable without a leap of 
imagination, it would be neither elegant nor simple ... I believe.” 


“Well, could you think a little more in that direction?” The 
chairperson looked at Saikawa and said. “We will discuss this problem 
again next week.” 


Saikawa had no choice but to nod. 


He then refrained from speaking for a while. He was formulating his 
opinion in his head, but on the surface, he acted expressionless. 


Saikawa did not give any exams in his classes. Solving the problem is 
different from the person’s ability. The actual ability of a human being is to 
invent a problem. It is to discover what the problem is. Therefore, the act of 
giving a problem in an examination is not a test of the solver. The person 
submitting the problem is being tested in the exam. How many people 
realize the fact? 
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Sohei Saikawa returned to his room, the associate professor’s office. 
Like a cheap plastic boomerang, he returned with only the momentum 
he had gained when he took off. As the spinning power gradually 
wore off, he returned exhausted and staggering. Leaving the room 
would only drain his energy. 


Of course, I knew this would happen. 


Saikawa had not the slightest expectation that he would discover 
anything interesting there. He was even prepared to waste a portion of 
the time he had. Still, after a meaningless time, there was always a 
feeling of discomfort, the same as when he was interrupted by a 
vulgar salesperson. It is not an easy thing to accept. 


I thought I got used to such relentless attacks from human society, though 


When Saikawa left the room reluctantly about three hours before, he 
did not turn off the air conditioner. In other words, energy had been 
wasted the whole time to maintain the temperature in the empty 
room. He just wanted at least that much of a break when he returned. 
Now, suddenly free of the murderous heat in the corridor, Saikawa 
couldn’t help but sigh. 


Really, those guys are all idiots. 
And probably ... I think I’m one of them. That is what angers me more. 


Saikawa put the committee file on his desk with a thud. It was the 
cheapest paper file sold at the Co-op on the university campus. The 
volume of the committee’s materials was inversely proportional to the 
importance of the contents. They usually exceeded the capacity of this 
cheap file. Even if the file swelled up like a zabuton cushion, Saikawa 
would often force it into the file, perhaps unconsciously thinking that 
he wanted to keep it in one place. 


The committee meeting had been supposed to last an hour. But of 
course, as he had expected, it actually lasted three hours. It was a 
committee meeting related to university entrance examinations. The 
committee meeting might be the only one held in August when the 
university is on summer holidays. It was a committee to review the 
problems for the second round of examinations to be held at the end 
of the academic year. Saikawa was a member of the mathematics 
problem-writing committee. He was somewhat more comfortable with 
the one than he would have been with other subjects. He did not 
know where or by whom the assignment was made. At the beginning 
of the academic year, he received an envelope with “Private & 
Confidential” written in red. Inside was a piece of paper with only one 
verb in the sentence, “appoint.” A one-line letter of appointment. Only 
recently did he begin to have a negative image of the word “Private & 
Confidential.” Since it was not disclosed who was on the entrance 
exam committee, his hardship of being summoned to unproductive 
labor once a week was unknown to those around him. Rather, in the 
world to which he belonged, it was the norm. No one monitored what 
anyone was doing. It was the workplace of the university. 


To begin with, Saikawa was physiologically unaccepting of all entities 
with the name “meeting.” Of course, he would try to get through them 
with the maximum output of his patience. Still, after Saikawa was 
released from the extended restraints, he was always overcome by 
exhaustion rather than a sense of freedom. What was most surprising 
to him was the fact that some people liked meetings. Saikawa could 
distinguish the race that made the meetings last longer than the color 
of their skin. 


Why do they need to spend three hours just to make a decision on that 
trivial matter? 


Maybe because they are confined to their offices on a daily basis, they 
think the meeting is some social gathering. Do those of that race who are 
different from me feel it is the “fellowship” they need? Perhaps they do. I 


could only assume that was why intelligent people like them engage in such 
idle chatter. I could understand their motives. It is not a wrong feeling. 
Humans are vulnerable like that. Even so, I hope they don’t involve other 
races like mine, Saikawa thought. That is all I want. 


Perhaps they were seeking fellowship with other races. If so, their goal 
was superficially achieved, but in effect it was clearly 
counterproductive. 


Saikawa shoved the abominable file into a steel cabinet. He opened 
the small refrigerator in his room and took out a can of cola. It was 
the last one left. Saikawa could hardly drink alcohol. Instead, he 
would consume cola every day in summer. Then he lit a cigarette. 
Smoking had recently been banned in the university’s committees. The 
situation of not being able to smoke for three hours made him suffer 
more and more. 


This environment is artificial but cool. There is no ice in the can of cola, 
but it is cold. And now the nicotine is deeply absorbed into my entire body. 
Saikawa tried to force himself to think of all those good things. 


His mood had improved somewhat. 


There were three potted houseplants in his room. Saikawa had not 
brought in any of them. He had no interest in plants or animals. 
Nevertheless, whenever he came to work, he poured water on those 
freeloaders with a glass pot for his coffee maker. The pot had been 
cracked for several months, but so far, nothing in his room had an 
equivalent function. 


On his desk was a 21-inch display and keyboard. Beside it was a small 
laptop computer with its lid closed. The notebook computer was what 
Saikawa always carried with him. Weighing two kilograms, it was 
quite heavy. But since he usually moved by car, he did not mind. 


When Saikawa touched the keyboard, the screen saver, drawing a 
meaningless abstract picture like an amoeba, instantly disappeared, 
and a cluttered figure appeared on display. Besides the schedule 
calendar, there were three to four overlapping rectangles called 
windows. Saikawa moved the mouse with his right hand, bringing to 
the fore a light purple window that had been hidden in the back of the 
screen. This window was a display screen functioning as a UNIX 
terminal. When he pressed the return key once, the screen shifted 
slightly upward, and the following text appeared at the bottom: 


You have new mail. 


It was a message that a new e-mail had arrived. Saikawa sat in a chair 
with a cigarette in his mouth and tapped on the keyboard. He began 
to read the words scrolling on the screen. 


This is Kita from PERC. 


Well, I cannot work smoothly in this environment. 
It has been two weeks already. 
But I guess the situation is a little better. 


I hope they can deal with it somehow soon because my paper’s 
deadline is approaching. 


That bald old policeman, he’s not intelligent, is he? 
He summoned you, too, right? 

That’s out of the question. 

Maybe, the police shouldn’t know what’s going on. 


You know, they keep asking me the same question over and over 
again. 


Well, we were both unlucky. 


By the way, why don’t we have dinner tonight? 


It was a text message from Kita, a co-worker, and it arrived at 3:40 
p.m. Saikawa and Kita were in the same class at a private high school 
in Nagono City. They were also in the same university and graduate 
school at the same K University engineering department. Back then, 
they lived in the same lodgings in Kyoto. It was also the same time 
when they were hired as research associates at N University and 
returned to Nagono. Saikawa belonged to the architecture department, 
and Kita belonged to the civil engineering department, so their fields 
were relatively close. However, Kita became an associate professor 


one year earlier than Saikawa. Saikawa was in his third year as an 
associate professor. Both would turn thirty-four the following winter, 
and the two were single. 


Another e-mail followed. 


It’s Moe. 


Sensei, I went to your office at 5 p.m. 
You must have forgotten about me! 
That’s a joke (smile). 


I looked at the calendar on your display, but there was no 
appointment with me. 


Iam a bit angry, but I will wait for you at Denny’s. 


Saikawa clucked his tongue slightly. He had completely forgotten 
about his appointment with her. 


Moe was supposed to come to his office at 5 p.m. It couldn’t be helped 
since the committee meeting dragged on, Saikawa thought. But it was 
true that he had forgotten the appointment. When she had called him 
yesterday, Saikawa was in the middle of programming a new analysis. 
He had been hearing her talk absent-mindedly. 


Moe Nishinosono was a student in the architecture department of N 
University. She was the daughter of Saikawa’s mentor, who passed 
away four years before. So Saikawa had known Moe well since she 
was a small child. Moe had been forming a personality over the past 
few years that was very different from the quiet image of that Dr. and 
Mrs. Nishinosono. 


In many ways, Moe Nishinosono was a special student for Saikawa. 
What made her special was ambiguous, but the fact that Saikawa kept 
it ambiguous was the most exceptional thing for him. 


I’m not going to do any more work today. 


Deciding so, Saikawa picked up the phone. He pressed four buttons in 
succession with the sequence of numbers he had memorized. 


The phone rang three times, and the person on the other end 
answered. 


“Hi, this is Kita.” A loud voice was heard in his ear, and Saikawa 
unconsciously let go of the receiver. 


“Hello, it’s Saikawa,” Saikawa said, trying his best to sound cheerful. 


“Ah, Sohei, it’s you ... Did you read my e-mail? How about tonight?” 
Kita’s voice was in a major key as ever. 


“Umm, actually, I had a prior engagement. Well ...” Saikawa was 
slurring his words slightly. 


“With Nishinosono-san, right?” 
“Eh?” Saikawa was a bit surprised. 


“You know, she called me. She seemed to be looking for you. Were 
you able to get in touch with her?” 


Oh, I see ... 


For some reason, Saikawa had trouble pacing himself in conversation 
with Kita. 


“Ah, yeah.” It was all Saikawa could say. 
“Where do you two have dinner? I want to join you. At Denny’s?” 


He is a man with good intuition, Saikawa thought. Considering it is the 
closest family restaurant to the university, it is not much of a guess, though. 


“Yeah, you can join us. I think Nishinosono-kun is already at Denny’s. 
I’m on my way from now ...” 


“Tl join you in about a half hour or so ... You know, I have something 
to talk with you two about the case ...” 


Kita hung up. 

Something to talk about the case? 
Saikawa was thinking about that. 
The case... 


So ... It was a problem that he had shelved because he had recently 
been so busy. 


No, that was not true. For the past two weeks ..., that is, from when 
that mysterious event occurred until today, half of Saikawa’s brain 


had been pondering about that incident. No, it was not an active 
impression to say that he had been considering about it, but at least 
he had been remembering it. 


And he had to admit the fact. 
It was a problem difficult to even recognize properly. 
At any rate, it was a mysterious incident. 


Saikawa had not had a chance to discuss it with Kita to date. Although 
they had exchanged e-mails about the case, most were complaints 
about the police. 


Perhaps, it must have been their instinctive reaction to stay away from 
the issue. 


Does Kita have any thoughts on the incident? 


Saikawa was busy these days, as the case consumed time he had not 
planned to spend on it. But finally, he was getting his urgent work 
done. Listening to his best friend’s story could be an amusing 
experience. Besides, Saikawa was honestly delighted to see Moe for 
the first time in a long while since the incident occurred. 
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There was a knock at his office door. 


“Yes,” Saikawa answered while getting ready. More specifically, he 
had just changed his sandals into sneakers. 


A tall, thin woman entered the room. She was wearing a man’s white 
shirt and jeans. She wore black-rimmed glasses. She had a male-like 
hairstyle. In fact, her hair was shorter than Saikawa’s. 


“Ah, Kunieda-kun ... ’m going out for a while now ... I may not be 
back today,” Saikawa said. 


Momoko Kunieda was a research associate in Saikawa’s course. It 
would be rare for someone to make as bad a first impression as she 
did. No, not only the first impression, but many older instructors had 
an unfair opinion of her. She was a little rude, and her tone was 
aggressive. Besides, she had the clumsiness that made it impossible to 
argue with someone without offending them. She was quiet and 
unfriendly. Still, Saikawa highly valued her abilities. 


Kunieda did not make any kind of greeting. 


“T received a call for you, Sensei, from a student in Zaire ...” Research 


Associate Kunieda said clerically, without a smile. In Saikawa’s 
absence, phone calls to him were sometimes forwarded to the research 
associate’s office. “He said he needed your research instruction. He 
wants to be a research student.” 


“Really ...” Saikawa glanced at Momoko Kunieda. “For a master’s 
degree?” 


“No, he studied in China at government expense and has a master’s 
degree from Shanghai University. Therefore, he wants to enroll in a 
doctoral course at this university. He will call you again tomorrow.” 


“Okay. Thank you.” 


Saikawa responded and was about to leave the room, but Research 
Associate Kunieda was still standing there. 


“Anything else?” 


“And two more,” Kunieda reported. “Two persons from the housing 
section of the prefectural government’s building department came to 
visit you. It was a transfer greeting.” 


Kunieda was silent again for a while. Saikawa could not bear such 
silence from her. 


“What’s the other one?” 
“The other is not a big deal, though ...” 


Momoko Kunieda unusually smiled a little. No, it might have been 
Saikawa’s imagination. The fact that she smiled was unrealistic and 
extremely uncanny. Saikawa was inwardly horrified. 


“What?” Saikawa asked, hating the pause in the conversation. 
“Sensei, I wasn’t sure whether to tell you this or not ...” 

“T’m surprised that you are unsure of something.” 

“Actually, I have decided to get married,” Kunieda said. 
“What?!” Saikawa raised his voice. 


“T apologize for the sudden notification. The wedding is in two 
months.” 


“Oh, I see ...” Saikawa managed to calm himself. Such an act was his 
mode of dealing with a first-class emergency. It was as if bells rang, 
and all the fireproof shutters seemed to go down one after another in 
Saikawa’s mind. 


Momoko Kunieda getting married was as sensational as a murder case. 
He did not know how to explain it to someone who did not know 
Kunieda, but he thought she was the furthest person from that kind of 
topic. Maybe, that was not Saikawa’s prejudice. 


“Well, I’m surprised. Anyway, congratulations.” 


When Saikawa barely said so, Kunieda was about to leave the room 
silently as usual. 
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Saikawa walked for about ten minutes and arrived at the Denny’s near 
the university campus. All along the way, Saikawa imagined who 
Momoko Kunieda was going to marry. 


Unbelievable ... totally ... 

No matter how he thought about it, it was a mystery to him. 

Is Momoko Kunieda getting married? With whom in the world? 

And for what? 

He could hardly believe that Kunieda would live with someone else. 
What would be her purpose? 


Well, there must be a Momoko Kunieda that I do not know. It was the 
only possible explanation. It had only been a few years since Kunieda 
began working as a research associate in Saikawa’s course. Saikawa 
did not know everything about her personality. In any case, Saikawa 
had no choice but to modify his image of Momoko Kunieda and accept 
this smiling fact. 


Saikawa saw Moe Nishinosono’s bright red sports car parked in the 
restaurant’s parking lot. That would be the price of ten Civics that I have 
on-board. Saikawa had ridden in her car several times, but its 
functionality as a car was clearly inferior to Saikawa’s car. At any rate, 
it could accommodate only two people. 


Saikawa walked through the automatic door, ignored a waiter asking, 
“Are you dining alone, sir?”, and looked around the restaurant. The 
word “alone” made Saikawa a little nervous. He was currently single 
and, of course, had never been married before. The mention of 
Momoko Kunieda’s marriage upset Saikawa in no small way. Kunieda 
was four years younger than Saikawa. It was no use having a sense of 
rivalry between the sexes, but the fact that Research Associate 
Kunieda in the same course was single seemed to have been a bulwark 


that protected Saikawa from this kind of topic all along. Whenever 
someone asked him if he would ever get married, Saikawa would 
always use an evasive answer, like, “Oh, but, Kunieda-kun in my 
course is ...” 


Saikawa quickly spotted a familiar face at the far end of the 
restaurant. 


Moe Nishinosono was wearing a plain white T-shirt. She was probably 
wearing jeans, although the table was in the way. It had been many 
years since Saikawa had last seen Moe wearing a skirt. She had 
straight, short hair and sunglasses on top of it. She wore prominent 
makeup with eye shadow. Her earring was egg-shaped, about the size 
of a chocolate ball, and she wore only one. 


Saikawa could not give others an impression of a woman’s 
appearance. Still, he knew how Moe would be viewed by those around 
her. Everyone would look back at her. 


Originally, the impression of women was really vague for Saikawa. His 
current external impression of Moe was a little off from what Saikawa 
felt was her true nature. Then, if someone asked what his internal 
impression of Moe was, Saikawa could not answer clearly. It seemed 
to him that maybe Saikawa’s perception was simply lagging behind 
Moe’s development. 


Saikawa had known her since Moe was in elementary school. She had 
been a much gentler, quieter girl than she was now. Although it was a 
stale expression, she had once been a neat and tidy girl. It was an 
impression that might have been as far away from Moe now as the 
North and South Poles. It was clear that such a change in her was due 
to her parents’ accidental death. 


Moe noticed Saikawa and smiled. 
“Sensei, you seem busy,” Moe said, tilting her head. 
“The committee meeting took longer than I expected.” 


“That’s part of the schedule, right? I mean, you allotted three hours 
for committee meetings in your calendar.” 


“Sorry.” Saikawa was at a loss for a reply. “Well ... I don’t put my 
personal schedule on the computer.” 


Saikawa told a lie. Moe had come to Saikawa’s office and looked at his 
schedule calendar on the computer. He had forgotten to enter his 
appointment with Moe there. As her e-mail had said, she had 
discovered it. Such forgetfulness was ordinary, but this was the first 


time Saikawa had forgotten his promise to Moe. 


When the waiter came to ask for the order, Saikawa chose curry and 
rice with hot coffee. Moe appeared to have already finished her meal, 
and only a white coffee cup was placed in front of her. 


“Actually, I’m sorry to tell you this, but Kita will be here soon.” 
Saikawa looked away from Moe once and mumbled. 


Moe was sipping her coffee, holding the cup with both hands. She did 
not respond for a while, but after a few seconds, she said. “Kita-sensei 
is cool.” 


Saikawa was at least aware that Kita was more popular with women 
than he was. 


Saikawa pulled a cigarette out of his chest pocket and lit it. He stole a 
glance at Moe’s expression, but she was neither angry nor smiling. 


“You must have gone through a lot of trouble, Nishinosono-kun. How 
many times have you been called by the police?” 


Moe held up three fingers and directed her gaze straight up to the 
ceiling. 


“They are phoning me, quite unusually often. Every single day. 
Thanks to that, I’ve become friends with the detectives in the First 
Investigation Division ...” Moe spoke fast. “But ... I don’t like that 
detective with the beard. He is not smart.” 


“We’re still in the better part.” Saikawa shrugged lightly. “We were, 
you know ..., no more than outsiders. Also, your uncle might have 
given us some consideration.” 


Moe Nishinosono’s uncle was the chief of the Aichi Prefectural Police 
and Moe’s current guardian after the death of her parents. 


The curry and rice was brought to the table, and Saikawa silently 
began to eat it. He liked curry and rice. He liked all the dishes kids 
liked, and the more expensive adult tastes usually differed from his 
favorite. Moe was silent, staring at the ceiling, seemingly thinking 
about something. 


When Saikawa was about to tell a shocking story about Momoko 
Kunieda, Moe suddenly said to him. 


“Sensei ... I have one possibility that came to mind ...” 


“Eh, about what?” 


“Tt is about the mechanism of that locked room. Hey, can I have a 
cigarette?” Moe said and extended her hand across the table. It was 
not the first time she had made this request of him. 


“No, you shouldn’t smoke.” Saikawa ignored Moe’s extended hand and 
continued eating his curry and rice. Moe had a sulk slightly. “Locked 
room? What did you find out about it?” 


Hearing the word “locked room,” Saikawa’s brain cells reacted 
somewhat. 


So, that was a locked room ... 


It was an incident that happened close to Saikawa and Moe. The case 
they coincidentally became involved in had occurred two weeks 
before. 


The incident seemed to have been covered extensively on TV and in 
newspapers. Saikawa did not watch TV or read newspapers, so he did 
not know the details of what was being reported. However, according 
to e-mails from Kita and Moe and the story from his office staff, there 
had been no reports using the word “locked room” in the media. It 
was because the case details had not been made public, and the police 
had also asked those involved, including Saikawa, to keep quiet. 
Probably because it could become an important deciding factor later 
as information known only to the culprit. 


Saikawa was not familiar with the word “locked room.” He had never 
read a mystery novel. The first time he used the word was last year in 
an astonishing case in which he and Moe became involved. A whole 
year had passed since then, but Saikawa did not know the case details. 
It didn’t matter to him. It had been an experience still floating around 
in his memory, to the extent that he wondered if it had been real. 


However, the incident this time occurred much closer to where they 
were. 


The incident took place at N University. Moreover, the research 
facility where Kita, Saikawa’s colleague, worked was the scene of the 
incident. The people involved in the incident were all those listed in 
the staff record in Saikawa’s desk drawer or in the university’s internal 
database that could be accessed from a terminal. It was a sudden 
tragedy that plunged into the realm of Saikawa’s real life. 


It was a locked room... 
No one entered it. 


No one left it. 


In that room ... 


For the past two weeks, Saikawa had been in a deliberate daze in 
some aspects, avoiding recalling the incident and trying not to think 
about it. Was it an aftereffect of the incident a year ago? Or was it an 
animalistic defensive activity, an attempt to preserve his surroundings 
because the incident was too close to him? 


In the literal sense ..., “locked room” is a very narrow definition. 
Interpreted in a broader sense, Saikawa and his colleagues’ workplace can 
truly be described as a “locked room” isolated from the outside world. 
However, I cannot perceive a locked-room murder as a reality. That’s why 
the incident a year ago still seems like a dream. I could not have expected 
to experience it for real and so close. 


It had already been two weeks since the occurrence of that familiar 
locked-room murder case. 


As time passed, the term “locked-room murder” grew like a plant in 
Saikawa’s mind. Growth is the creepiest exercise in this world. What was 
initially a mere surprise at a death near me is now maturing into a 
puzzlement, like a math problem I cannot solve. It is, in other words, like a 
ciphertext that combines vivid partial forms with a vague overall perception 
or like a plastic model without a blueprint. Such abstract and insensitive 
feelings must be a side effect, rather than an aftereffect, of last year’s 
incident, Saikawa thought. 
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“Yo, sorry to keep you waiting.” 


Kita showed up wearing a necktie. Saikawa rarely wore a necktie to 
university, but Kita always wore it. He had relatively long hair and 
was tall. He had the air of a tanned athlete. Indeed, Kita had been an 
all-around sportsman, a track and field athlete, when in school. 


Kita ordered a steak from a waiter, then looked at Moe and spoke with 
a polite tone. 


“T’m sorry to bother you, Nishinosono-san. May I smoke a cigarette?” 


Saikawa was already smoking. That ridiculously polite way of Kita’s 
expression toward a student in Saikawa’s department did not seem 
appropriate. Saikawa wanted to say something witty and sarcastic but 
could not think of it quickly. 


Moe smiled and nodded, so Kita took a cigarette from his chest pocket 
and lit it. He used to keep his cigarettes in a metal case when he was a 
student. Saikawa had always wondered why Kita bothered to transfer 


his cigarettes into a case like that. That habit he seemed to have given 
up recently. Kita was a rakish man from his youth, but Saikawa 
recognized that the friend possessed much of what he lacked. The two 
were strangely compatible and had never been in conflict as in a fight. 
The fact that their friendship lasted this long must mean they had 
something to gain from each other. 


The steak Kita had ordered was brought to their table, and the three 
made idle and ridiculous small talk for a while. However, neither Kita 
nor Moe could be stupid, so they must have known that such a 
conversation was pointless. 


Only drinks remained on the table. Kita’s was beer, while Moe and 
Saikawa had coffee. 


“What’s the story you were talking about on the phone?” There was a 
short silence, then Saikawa cut in. 


“Ah, of course ...” Kita sat back a little and lit a new cigarette. “It’s 
about that incident ... You know, I just wanted to put it in order. 
Conveniently, Nishinosono-san is here with us ...” 


“Put in order what?” Saikawa urged with the question. 


“Something’s wrong somewhere, but we don’t know where. Don’t you 
agree? I’m sure you two think so, too. Why don’t we have a little 
discussion about how each of us perceives the incident?” Kita said 
with a serious look. “You have time ... right?” 


How I perceive the incident ... 


That is certainly important, Saikawa thought. How do I perceive it? How 
have I digested it? No, I don’t think I have digested it at all. 


“Nishinosono-san, do you have any thoughts?” Kita looked at Moe and 
asked. 


“That’s it, that’s what I wanted to do.” Moe leaned forward and 
responded happily. “Is it inappropriate? Isn’t this kind of situation 
incredibly exciting?” Moe’s manner of speaking was more mature than 
usual as if she was particularly aware of Kita. 


“T don’t have any ideas to present to you two.” Saikawa leaned back in 
his chair, indicating by his posture that he was not interested. “Well, 
I'll listen to the opinions of you two.” 


When we observe a phenomenon that does not agree with us, we are 
divided into two groups. It was one of the dichotomies Saikawa often 
talked about in his classes. There are two kinds of people: those who can 


take for granted that there are strange things in the world, and those who 
want to know why and interpret it somehow for themselves. The type of 
person who can take wonders for granted, when watching a magic show or 
talking about UFOs, is mentally stable in a sense. It must be a prejudice 
that this type is more common among women, but Saikawa thought it was 
a statistical fact. On the other hand, the latter type, which inevitably 
cannot admit to events that cannot be resolved with the scientific 
knowledge it has, cannot accept wonder as it is. 


At least all the people around Saikawa doing scientific and logical 
work, without exception, belonged to the latter type. I am sure that 
Kita and Moe are more inclined to this tendency than I am, Saikawa 
imagined. 


Saikawa himself had not digested the incident at all. Still, of course, 
he had no intention of leaving it as it was. He simply had not had the 
time to consider the matter. 


Outside the window, Saikawa could see the main street, congested 
with cars. There, yellow, red, and orange lights were moving. 
Changing his focus a little, he saw their reflections in the 
windowpanes. 


Moe’s profile was also reflected there. 


Out of nowhere, the image of the dead body flashed in Saikawa’s 
mind. 


Like an abstract painting with spilled paint, it was a fractal pattern of 
blood. 


There was a stifling air there that most people would never have 
experienced. 


And then there was the odor. 
Ah, this is the creature called a human being, Saikawa felt. 


It was a hot night, but only that ghastly space was cool and cold. The 
moist light seemed to flow, disperse, and move of its own accord in 
the dark, heavy viscous liquid-like air. His vision took a distant detour 
and reached his brain cells. Saikawa remembered that his nose itched 
when he saw that scene. 


Nothing about it made sense to me. 
From the very beginning, he had the feeling. 


Naturally, there was no resemblance or similarity. There were no hints 


or explanations. So, it looked like a new symbol Saikawa had never 
seen before. Saikawa recalled that when he saw the dead body lying 
there, he wondered what kind of letter this shape represented. 


When did that strange feeling start ...? 
Saikawa felt himself taking the case seriously for the first time. 
First of all, I need to consider what the problem is. 


On the wall of the restaurant was a clock of ungainly design. It was 
five minutes before 7:00 p.m. It was still a little bright outdoors, but 
the lights were slowly beginning to dim. Since the university was on 
summer break, there were few customers besides Saikawa and his 
companions. Enough distance was between the customers in the 
restaurant. Nostalgic music was playing quietly. 
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Saikawa was listening to Kita and Moe’s story. 


The two of them had traced the incident two weeks before with 
extreme accuracy. To sequence the passage of time and organize what 
happened that night ... to sequentially arrange the parts randomly 
planted in the brain cells ... it was a kind of talent. It was an ability 
Saikawa was not good at. 


Saikawa tried to interrupt them several times to give his opinions, but 
the idea he came up with about did not seem important or relevant to 
the case. He just wondered how they could remember such details. 
“Your memories are rather clearer about the time before the bodies 
were found,” Saikawa, sitting deep in the plastic seat, said with his 
eyes closed. 


So far, their conversation had been limited to recounting observations 
before the incident was discovered. Moe’s memory was excellent, plus 
she was very fast in accessing relevant information. She often made 
accurate insights from the facial expressions of others. Besides, among 
the people Saikawa knew, Moe was by far the most quick-witted. 


It was a task that required a lot of concentration, but they were used 
to this kind of discussion. It had already been about thirty minutes 
since they had started talking about the case, and no one was taking 
notes. The information did not seem complex enough to require notes, 
and their brain cells had not aged enough to need them. 


It was already quite dark outside the windowpane. The headlights of 
most cars had begun to turn on. Saikawa was a little surprised to 
recognize himself looking at it. Moe and Kita seemed to be tuning 


their memory dials to the murder scene two weeks before and had 
no room to look around. Saikawa was the only one who was, in a 
sense, more objective than the other two. 


“Well, after all, I can remember many details better when discussing 
than thinking alone,” Kita said with a serious look. “Output is a good 
thing because it is quite brain stimulating. I can’t give you guys this 
much information if I just talk to you via e-mail. By the way, 
Nishinosono-san, your capacity to observe and remember is amazing.” 


“If so, what you two have been discussing is what happened before 
the body was found.” Saikawa was about to smoke a cigarette. It was 
the last one, and he twisted the empty packet and put it on the table. 
“Tt was still totally unrelated to the case. It had nothing to do with the 
essence of the case. Let me ask you two what you are thinking about 
first. Is it a possibility about the mechanism of the locked room?” 


“No, that’s not good. It is necessary to confirm what happened first. 
There may be some facts that I alone am mistaken about.” Kita 
withdrew Saikawa’s proposal. 


“So, it is no fun to announce the answer suddenly.” Saying so, Moe 
asked Saikawa. “Hey, Sensei. You just said ‘essence,’ right? What do 
you mean by ‘essence?’” 


“Umm, you know.” Saikawa tried to answer. When I say something like, 
“You know,” I usually have not decided what to say. I just need more time. 
“Who killed them? I don’t think your stories have to do with the 
essential question of how the one killed them. What can I say ... If we 
are missing something, it must have been during the chaos 
immediately following the discovery of the body ...” 


“Don’t you think we have discussed those topics enough via e-mail?” 
Moe countered. 


“Well, well ... Let’s try to remember a little more, shall we?” Kita said. 
An electronic beep sounded. 


Saikawa thought at first that someone’s watch had rung. Moe opened 
her purse and stopped the sound. 


“Excuse me.” Moe got up from the table. Saikawa got up from his seat 
and let Moe pass. 


It was the sound of a pager, Saikawa finally realized. He had never 
owned one of those machines. Saikawa had once asked Moe why she 
did not have a cell phone. Saikawa thought it was only natural for the 
daughter of the prestigious Nishinosono family to have a cell phone. 


Her reply was quite reasonable. “I am not so poor that I must always 
answer the phone.” 


Moe mumbled to herself, “I have a worried old man at home,” and 
walked to the phone booth at the restaurant entrance. Saikawa’s eyes 
followed the back of her blue jeans. 


“Old man? Who?” Kita asked Saikawa in a whisper. “Mrs. Nishinosono 
is dead, isn’t she?” 


“Ah, how do I say ... butler? The old man is the butler.” Saikawa 
answered. He did not want to talk too much about the Nishinosono 
family. 


“Butler? In this era?” Kita said with a laugh. 


Moe returned a short time later. Kita finished his beer and ordered 
coffee. Saikawa went to a vending machine to buy a pack of 
cigarettes. I might smoke another pack by the end of the day, Saikawa 
thought. 


When Saikawa returned to the table, the three of them immediately 
resumed their discussion. 


This is a mysterious problem ... 
A puzzle we must solve ... 


The midsummer night was as long as the wait at the dentist’s office. 


Chapter 2: Organizing the Events Before the 
Incident 
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That incident happened two weeks ago. It was Friday, August 11th. 
Moe Nishinosono was behind the steering wheel of her car. 


Saikawa was sitting silently in the passenger seat. Associate Professor 
Saikawa was an instructor in the architecture department to which 
Moe belonged. His major was the history of architectural production. 
Moe was still a sophomore, but ever since she entered N University, 
she had frequently visited Saikawa’s office. Saikawa was her late 
father’s last student, so they had been like relatives for ten years. 


Moe was not particularly interested in her father or Saikawa’s field of 
study. 


However, for reasons she did not quite understand, Saikawa was a 
special instructor to Moe. 


That day, Associate Professor Saikawa had an appointment to meet 
with Associate Professor Kita at 6:00 p.m. 


Saikawa hated being late for appointments. He always told Moe so. It 
seemed somewhat monomaniac to her, but Saikawa set the second 
hand on his watch every day. He always arrived earlier than his 
appointed time. He was never late for his classes either. He also used 
to say that to make someone wait is to steal their time. 


But today, he is on the verge of making it to his appointment. 

Sensei hasn’t said anything about it but must be concerned about the time. 
It was my fault he would be late for his appointment, Moe thought. 

But there were still five minutes until the appointed time. 

Moe pressed down on the accelerator pedal deeply. 


Associate Professor Kita seemed to have been Saikawa’s best friend 
since their high school days. Saikawa said he chatted with Kita 
frequently via e-mail. Moe heard Kita from Saikawa several times. Kita 
was an associate professor in the civil engineering department. Moe 
was an architecture student and had yet to meet Associate Professor 
Kita. 


The Department of Civil Engineering building was next to that of the 


Department of Architecture. It was only a few minutes’ walk away. 
Moe thought Associate Professor Kita would naturally be in that 
building, so she went to Saikawa’s office just in time for the 
appointment. 


However, she was wrong. The facility where Kita worked was not 
close enough to walk to. A new research facility had been built four 
years before, about ten kilometers into the mountains from the 
campus, and only the course Kita belonged to had moved there. 
Saikawa never told Moe about it, and of course, Moe never had a 
chance to find out. This little misunderstanding of hers was now 
causing them to be late for the appointment. 


The new facility where Associate Professor Kita was enrolled was 
called the “Polar Environment Research Center,” or PERC. Saikawa 
explained to Moe in the car that the facility was specially set up with 
the efforts of Professor Kikuma, Kita’s course boss. 


“What kind of effort was that?” Moe asked a simple question. 


“Umm, in short, a political effort, I guess.” Saikawa gave the obvious 
response and then smiled. 


What specific political efforts Professor Kikuma had made was surely 
of no interest to Saikawa. Moe could understand that without even 
looking at his expression. 


I know Sensei does not like that kind of thing. 


This was the most different point between Dr. Kyosuke Nishinosono, 
Moe’s father, and Saikawa. Kyosuke Nishinosono was the president of 
N University at the time of his death in the accident. 


Saikawa seemed familiar with Professor Kikuma of PERC and his 
many accomplishments and briefly explained to Moe, although she did 
not quite understand. Still, she understood that it was in the field of 
civil engineering mechanics and structures. Saikawa told her he had 
asked Associate Professor Kita to show him PERC’s experimental 
facilities for some time. 


The evening before the day, Moe visited Associate Professor Saikawa’s 
office as usual and was having coffee. It was when Saikawa received a 
phone call from Associate Professor Kita. 


“Tomorrow, [ll be there all day experimenting. You can come and see 
me anytime you want.” Kita’s loud voice leaked from the receiver 
Saikawa held in his hand, and Moe could hear it clearly. 


“Umm, sorry. I’m scheduled all the way until 5 p.m. tomorrow and 
can’t get out in the middle. Until what time do you work?” Saikawa 
replied apologetically as he looked at the calendar on his display. If 
someone invites Saikawa today and his schedule does not fit tomorrow, he 
need not be sorry, Moe thought. But it was just like Saikawa to 
apologize even in the case. 


“No problem. Let’s see ... I will work until around 8 p.m.” Kita replied. 
“Oh, then I guess I can go there.” 

“Want a minus-20-degree beer?” 

Minus 20 degrees Celsius? 


That should not be the temperature of the beer. That would be the room 
temperature in the low-temperature laboratory at PERC. Moe knew that 
immediately because she had heard it before. 


“Yeah, well, one cup is enough for me, though ...” Saikawa’s reply was 
reluctant. He could not drink a lot of alcohol, so he honestly indicated 
the amount he could drink. 


“Ha-ha, I know that, of course. Then what time are you coming over 
here?” 


Moe repeatedly pointed at the tip of her nose with her index finger, 
her eyes widening as she approached the face of Saikawa, who was on 
the phone. Saikawa looked at Moe and frowned, but he seemed to 
understand the intent of her gesture immediately. 


“Ah, by the way, I want to take one of my students with me ... Won’t 
that bother you?” Saikawa’s speech was clipped. “But, you know, I 
don’t mean to force that ...” 


“Of course, that’s fine,” Kita answered and then asked. “What about 
Kunieda-san?” 


“Unfortunately, Kunieda-kun is out today and tomorrow,” Saikawa 
answered. Research Associate Momoko Kunieda was on a business trip 
to Tokyo. 


“Oh, really. So, what time will you come?” Kita repeated the question. 
“Then, Pll come at six. Thank you.” Saikawa looked at his watch. 


Since it is an appointment for tomorrow, it makes no sense for him to look 
at the watch now, Moe thought so and chuckled. 


“OK, then, at six tomorrow.” Kita hung up the phone. 


Saikawa put down the receiver and then glared at Moe. She 
involuntarily stuck out her tongue. He must regret saying he would take 
the student. Moe could tell by the look in his eyes. Saikawa’s feelings 
seemed as heavy as a whale, but Moe was the opposite. The time she 
could spend with Saikawa was as genuinely enjoyable as reading a 
thrilling mystery novel. 


Through this process, the red sports car driven by Moe was heading to 
PERC at a breakneck speed with Saikawa in the passenger seat. Since 
there were only two seats, the sizeable bulging bag Saikawa always 
carried was in the trunk. Saikawa had been using that tired bag for 
more than a decade. It was not only old. Moe had always felt that she 
wanted to do something about the bag’s poor taste. Moe had spent a 
night thinking seriously about what she should do, but she had not 
concluded yet. Despite her short temper, Moe had left such a simple 
problem unsolved. She had no idea of any appropriate solution. It was 
the first time she had ever felt like such a fool herself, and it was a 
marvelous experience for Moe. That was precisely why Saikawa was 
such a special person to her. 


Saikawa, in the passenger seat, was wearing a white shirt and necktie. 
He must wear a necktie because he is going to meet Professor Kikuma. As 
far as Moe knew, Saikawa only had two neckties. So far, Moe had seen 
two different types of his neckties, both of which were almost the 
same color. To add to that, Saikawa always wore the same color socks. 
Apparently, he had several pairs of the same color. Moe dared to ask 
him once why. Saikawa’s answer was simple. 


“I have a lot of the same kind of socks. So, if I lose one sock, I can still 
use the other.” 


Saikawa glanced at Moe from the passenger seat. 


Moe wore sunglasses, a tank top, and a pair of jeans. It was not formal 
attire. 


Are my clothes a bit flashy ...? 
Moe intuited this from Saikawa’s expression. 
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Moe was wearing an orange tank top. Her thin pale arms stretched to 
thick steering wheels. Saikawa glanced at Moe in the driver’s seat. She 
also wore purple eye shadow. 


Saikawa had sometimes wanted to say to Moe, “You don’t have to 


wear makeup,” but had never actually said so. It had nothing to do 
with her nature. Wearing makeup did not put her in a bad state. 


Oh dear ... 


Since Moe had once pointed out to him that “Oh dear” is a dead 
language, Saikawa had been trying not to say it. 


The PERC building came into view. 


A low-rise white concrete structure was built on a slope cut through 
the forest. Houses were sparse in the neighborhood, the roads and 
sidewalks were freshly colored, and the rows of trees were all poorly 
bent. The approach from the main road was a gentle slope, and after 
fifty meters up it, they arrived at the main gate. A plaque moderately 
flaunting the words “Polar Environmental Research Center, Faculty of 
Engineering, N University” was embedded in a concrete wall. 
Immediately behind the building was a forest. There seemed to be no 
place for vehicles to enter other than this gate. To the left of the gate 
was a simply designed hut and a figure that appeared to be a guard. 


Fortunately, Saikawa, in the passenger seat, was closer to the hut. He 
opened the power window and called out to the guard. 


“We are visiting Associate Professor Kita ... 1am Saikawa from the 
Department of Architecture.” 


One of the uniformed guards came out of the hut and offered Saikawa 
a board with a piece of paper. 


“Write your name on this.” The guard said. He was a tall, elderly man 
with a mixture of gray hair. The nameplate on his chest read “Mukai.” 
“And who is she?” The guard looked into the car and asked about the 

flamboyant girl in the driver’s seat. 


“She is my student. Do I need to fill in her name as well?” Saikawa 
answered firmly. No matter what she was wearing, it was nothing 
Saikawa was ashamed of. 


“Ah, write it down.” The guard replied with a smile. 


Saikawa signed it and returned the board to the guard. Moe’s sports 
car slowly slid into the parking lot on the right. About ten other 
vehicles were parked there. They had to leave their car and return to 
the guardhouse. The entrance to the research center was much further 
back. 


The PERC building seen from the parking lot had no windows. They 
could not see anything that looked like a doorway. It was a poured 


concrete building with a rather beautiful finish. Although it is not 
generally known to the public, “poured concrete” without finish is the most 
difficult to construct compared to tile or sprayed finish. Saikawa, an 
architecture major, liked the PERC building. 


As they passed the guardhouse, the gray-haired man from earlier 
smiled again, showing his teeth. Through the glass, Saikawa could see 
another man. 


“Tt’s already past five. Press the intercom at the entrance.” The gray- 
haired man opened the window of the hut and told them. 


They had to go up a very steep hill from there. 


“They lock up at 5 p.m. That’s neat for a university facility.” Saikawa 
said to Moe. 


“Right. Your office is open to anyone at any time, Sensei? After all, 

security is something to protect what should be protected, isn’t it?” 

Moe joked. Moe had left her sunglasses in the car, so Saikawa could 
see the exaggerated movement of her eyes. 


“Tt doesn’t seem to me that there is any property or cutting-edge 
information that needs to be protected in this facility. Maybe ... it’s 
just that the building is new and so are the systems, I guess.” 


Across from the guardhouse was the large shutter of the building. 
Perhaps that would be the laboratory. The shutter was now closed. As 
they walked up the hill, there were lawns and low trees on both sides, 
and the lawn on the right was courtyard-like, surrounded on three 
sides by buildings. They walked to what appeared to be a glass 
entrance. As they approached, they saw a simple stainless steel 
intercom. The entrance door did not open with a push or a pull. 


“Hi.” As they pressed the buzzer and waited a few seconds, a man’s 
voice came over the speaker. 


“We are here to see Associate Professor Kita,” Saikawa spoke into the 
intercom. 


A little later, a man appeared on the other side of the glass and easily 
pushed the door open. There was a click, and the door opened toward 
Saikawa and Moe. It seemed that they could open it from the inside. 


“You must be Saikawa-sensei of the Department of Architecture. And 
She is ...” The man’s gaze wandered toward Moe, who was behind 
Saikawa. “A student? ... Isn’t she?” 


“She is,” Saikawa answered firmly again. 


Saikawa and Moe went inside. The place was lightly air-conditioned. 


“Please come in ... Turn right at the end of this corridor, and the first 
yellow door is his room.” The man indicated the end of the corridor 
and returned to the room to the left of the entrance. The plate on the 
door he entered read “MAIN OFFICE.” The main office had a large 
reception window facing the corridor, giving a clear view of the 
interior. Inside the room, another woman was working at a desk. 


Saikawa and Moe proceeded down the corridor. 


The plate on the room to the left read “MEETING ROOM,” and the 
next room was “LIBRARY.” Each room had a row of lighted windows 
near the ceiling, and they could see that the interior lighting was on. 
Saikawa heard people’s voices leaking from the meeting room. The 
next room after the library was not lit and was dark. On the right side 
of the corridor were large windows halfway up with a view of the 
courtyard, but the other half was a wall with a bulletin board on it. 
Saikawa saw a pink flyer on the wall that read, “Kikuma’s office 
summer gathering is twenty degrees below zero!” Other posters and 
administrative notices were pasted all over the place. 


“Sensei, I think ... you are somehow in a bad mood. Is it because of 
my clothes?” Moe asked in a whisper. 


It is a sharp insight. She has good intuition, Saikawa always felt. 
“No, because of the tie, my neck is in pain.” Saikawa fudged. 


They turned right at the end of the corridor and found yellow doors in 
a slightly recessed wall they had not seen before. Saikawa looked at 
his watch and saw that it was 6:01:40 p.m. Saikawa’s watch was 
correct down to the second hand. It was his habit to set the second 
hand right every morning. 


There were three yellow doors in total. Saikawa knocked on the door 
with the plate “Associate Professor Kita.” 
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Associate Professor Kita emerged from the room. 
“Oh, this is surprising,” Kita looked at Moe and said. 
“What do you mean by surprising?” Saikawa asked. 


“Well, is she a student in your office? I don’t remember seeing such a 
pretty girl in Saikawa’s office.” Kita kept his attention on Moe and did 
not look at Saikawa once. Moe bowed her head smiling. 


“Sorry, we were about two minutes late,” Saikawa told Kita so, but 
Kita did not seem to hear it. 


I knew Sensei was concerned about the time. 
Moe found it a bit funny. 
“Umm, what’s your name?” Kita asked Moe. 


“My name is Nishinosono. Pleased to meet you.” Moe bowed again to 
Kita. 


“Nishinosono-san ... Hi ... Nice to meet you. Nishinosono-san, how 
about coffee? Do you like coffee?” Kita spoke with a laugh. He might 
have been the kind of person who talked that way. “Let’s see, my 
room is a bit messy right now ... So, let’s sit there.” 


Kita closed the door to his room behind him and pointed to a spacious 
place on the other side of the corridor. It was a lobby-like space with 
several sets of sofas and tables. It was quite an amenity space with a 
few tall houseplants. Moe had previously been told by Saikawa about 
the difference between “amenity” and “comfort.” Saikawa’s definition 
was that “amenity” has a nuance of subjective comfort that is more 
aggressive and intrusive. 


“Why? Can’t we use your room?” Saikawa asked, a little irritated. 


“We can’t. It’s a bit messy.” Kita laughed and repeated the same 
excuse. 


“T don’t mind if it’s messy.” 


“If you come alone, I’d be happy to bring you indoors, though ... Oh, 
well, never mind ... P’ll get you guys coffee now. Nishinosono-san, you 
have a nice name. You would drink coffee, right?” 


After making sure Moe nodded, Kita hastily disappeared into his 
room. 


“You would drink coffee, right?” Saikawa mimicked Kita’s tone in a 
whisper. Sensei is in his best mood when he does such an act, Moe 
thought. 


The two sat on sofas in the amenities space at the other end of the 
corridor. Saikawa folded his hands above his head. 


“Kita is a cheerful guy, right? He’s called a major guy.” 


“Then, is Sensei minor?” Moe said immediately. 


“You’re a quick thinker,” Saikawa said quickly, too. 


Saikawa appreciated the speed with which Moe’s thoughts instantly 
went from “major” to “major-key” and then to “minor-key” or “minor” 
in an instant. Moe was confident in her computational speed. Until 
recently, Moe thought she was the only one who experienced the 
pleasure when she held her breath and accelerated her thinking. Moe 
did not know how fast Saikawa’s calculation speed was. But Saikawa’s 
current statement clearly had the quickness to anticipate her response 
from the beginning. 


Kita returned with three coffee cups on a plastic tray. It was a 
practiced way. 


“Well ... University instructors do these things themselves.” Kita sat 
down smiling. 


There was only one milk portion, sugar stick, and spoon on it. 
Obviously, these were prepared for Moe, since she observed and found 
that Kita, like Saikawa, drank his black coffee. But, Moe also drank 
her coffee black. Saikawa used to say that mixing coffee with 
impurities was an act of desecration of coffee. Moe did not like milk 
or sugar in her coffee because it upset her stomach. 


“How is your experiment going? Can we see it right away?” Saikawa 
asked, taking a sip of coffee and lighting a cigarette. There was an 
ashtray in this lounge. There were few places on the university 
campus where smoking was allowed. Except for private rooms, this 
must have been probably the only smoking area in the building. 


“Currently, they are in a meeting. I don’t know what’s going on, but 
they are all holed up in the meeting room. I’m sure their experiment 
isn’t over yet. So, just wait a bit, and it will start again. You know, I’m 
the only one not involved.” Kita also lit a cigarette. “Kikuma-sensei is 
an expert in experiments. The research associate and graduate 
students in this facility all work for the professor. I’m the only one in 
charge of calculations.” Kita lowered the volume of his loud voice. 


“So there’s not much point in you working at this facility then?” 
Saikawa asked. 


“Well, they have to have a full complement of a professor, an 
associate professor, and a research associate to keep up appearances to 
the Ministry of Education. But this place is not so bad. The building is 
new, and besides, you know ...” Kita whispered, his voice dropping 
more and more. “Unusually in the civil engineering department, many 
beautiful women are here.” 


“Tt is ridiculous. They are both meaningless.” Saikawa said in a cold 
tone. 


“For you, I guess they are ...” Kita retorted. 


Moe was listening to their conversation without interrupting. The 
coffee was just hot enough that even her tongue, which could not 
handle hot beverages, could manage to take a sip. 
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While drinking coffee, Saikawa observed the interior of the building. 
It was new and clean but with cheap finishes. Still, for a national 
university facility, this floor plan was relatively spacious. 


“During this time, I’ll give you two a laboratory tour.” Saying so, Kita 
stood up. 


Kita gulped his coffee, threw his cigarette into the ashtray, and walked 
toward the entrance of the building. That was the direction Saikawa 
and Moe had just come from. Opening the door to the meeting room 
on the right side of the way, Kita stuck his head inside the room. He 
seemed to be talking to the people in the room about something. As 
Kita moved away from the door, a young man who looked like a 
student came out of the room. Kita and the man came back toward 
Saikawa and Moe. 


“Oh ... Shimoyanagi-senpai? Wow, hello.” Moe put her coffee cup, 
which she was holding with both hands, on the table and stood up. 


The young man who followed Kita looked a little surprised but 
immediately flashed a smile and white teeth. He was a tall, lanky 
man, wearing a large T-shirt sloppily pulled out of his oversized pants. 
It was apparently a recent fashion and not at all sloppy. His deep 
basketball shoes seems to get hot and humid inside, Saikawa thought. 


“Do you guys know each other?” Kita looked alternately at Moe and 
the student. 


“She is a kohai (or junior) in a club.” The student called Shimoyanagi 
answered. He looked at Moe and asked. “Nishinosono-san, what 
brought you here?” 


“As an architecture student, I came here to see the facility ...” Moe 
answered in a whisper. 


“Nishinosono-san, do you belong to the Faculty of Engineering? I have 
assumed that you belong to the Faculty of Literature,” Shimoyanagi 
laughed and said. 


“Ts your club .. figure skating club or something like that?” Kita asked 
Shimoyanagi. It was a typical type of joke Kita often told. Saikawa 
thought it was somewhat funny, but neither Moe nor Shimoyanagi 
laughed. 


“No, we belong to Man-ken. It’s the society for the study of manga.” 
Shimoyanagi said in an embarrassed tone. 


Indeed, Man-ken sounds a bit embarrassing, Saikawa thought. 


Saikawa knew that Moe belonged to the society for the study of 
manga, the society for the study of mystery novels, and the Japanese 
archery club. She might have belonged to other clubs as well. Moe did 
not seem particularly enthusiastic about any of them. If she were 
enthusiastic, she wouldn’t be able to hang out with all three clubs. 
Perhaps she was easily recruited from various sources. 


“He is Shimoyanagi-kun, an M2 (second year of master’s course) in 
Kikuma’s office. This is Associate Professor Saikawa of the Department 
of Architecture, my bad company.” Kita introduced the two, who were 
not acquainted with each other. 


Bad company? 


Saikawa had to hold back the laughter that was rising in him. What an 
old-fashioned expression that is ... He looked sideways at Moe and saw 
that she too had a funny expression. The two of them must have been 
laughing for the same reason. 


“Tt occurred to me to ask Shimoyanagi-kun to show you two around 
the laboratory. When I show guests around, I sometimes touch things I 
should not and get scolded by Kikuma-sensei and Hachikawa-san.” 
Kita explained quickly. 


“Weren’t you in the middle of a meeting?” Saikawa asked 
Shimoyanagi. 


“No, that’s okay. My role is not that important ... ’m the only hidden 
member of Kita’s office.” Shimoyanagi replied, looking back toward 
the meeting room. 


The hidden member of Kita’s office would mean that his advisor is 
Professor Kikuma on paper, but his actual advisor is Associate Professor 
Kita. It is a typical pattern. 


Kita said he had to make a phone call and went into his room, still 
holding his coffee cup. There was a yellow door on each of the three 
sides of the rectangle, slightly recessed from the corridor. On each 
door was a nameplate indicating that the room to the right was 


Associate Professor Kita’s, the one in the center was Research 
Associate Ichinose’s, and the one to the left was Professor Kikuma’s. 


It’s strange that the research associate’s room is in the center. 


Saikawa felt so for a moment. He was an instructor in the architecture 
department, so when he walked through the building, the floor plan of 
the building was usually in his mind. The three windows lined up on 
the courtyard side, which he saw before entering the building, were 
the windows of the three instructors’ rooms. The outside wall was flat 
and not uneven. In other words, the central research associate’s room 
was the shortest and narrowest due to the concave entrance on the 
corridor side. It is an anomalous design but interesting from a design 
standpoint. 


There was another room next to the lounge on this side of the 
corridor, with a plaque on its orange door that read “GRADUATE 
STUDENT OFFICE.” 


Saikawa and Moe followed Shimoyanagi to the end of the corridor. 


There was a large steel, double-swinging red door at the end of the 
front, with only that part of the door protruding about one meter in 
front of the wall. A sign on the wall above the door read “LOW- 
TEMPERATURE LABORATORY.” The corridor appeared to turn right 
and extend ahead, but as they approached it, they could see it was a 
dead end. Three desks were placed in this open space, and computers 
were arranged on them. All were old-type 21-inch color displays and 
were quite large. A man in a work clothes sat on the desk farthest to 
the right. He was watching the screen and moving the mouse on the 
table. 


“Hachikawa-san, we are going into the laboratory,” Shimoyanagi 
called out to the man in the work clothes. 


The man, called Hachikawa, turned to the three and glared at them. 
Perhaps because of the intensity of his glasses, he had an evil look in 
his eyes. His head was sports-cropped. I am not sure of his age, but he 
does not look young enough to be a student, Saikawa thought. However, 
Saikawa knew the Hachikawa guy was not an instructor because 
Shimoyanagi, a graduate student, called “Hachikawa” with “san.” At 
university, research associates and above were instructors, and in the 
engineering department of N University, it was customary to add 
“sensei” to the names of those in the research associates and higher 
positions. 


“A group of three ...? All right. Don’t run around. A-and th-then, how 


long before the next experiment?” Hachikawa said in a low voice. He 
seemed to stammer a bit, with an inaudible pronunciation. 


Shimoyanagi looked at his watch and replied, “The next experiment 
starts at 7:00 p.m. sharp. Unless there are any changes in the meeting 
they are having right now, though. So, Saikawa-sensei. Please come 
this way.” 


Shimoyanagi opened the red door and invited Saikawa and Moe in. 
The three entered a small room about the size of a tatami mat. At the 
back of the room, there was another door. It must be a double door 
for efficient temperature control. This small space between the two 
doors was a little cooler, and the lighting was dim. The back door was 
aluminum, a thick insulated door like that of a refrigerator. 


Shimoyanagi opened the door, and the three entered the low- 
temperature laboratory. 
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An overwhelming cold air surrounded their bodies. 
“Wow, it’s cool! Feel good!” Moe couldn’t help but raise her voice. 


“Tt’s 20 degrees below zero here,” After carefully closing the door, 
Shimoyanagi turned around and said. “Feeling good for about three 
minutes, you’ll want to get out soon, Nishinosono-san.” 


Saikawa and Shimoyanagi were both wearing short-sleeved shirts. 
Moe was dressed in an outfit that exposed up to her shoulders. The 
breathing of the three was fully visualized in white. 


They could see all around the spacious laboratory. The lighting was 
brighter than expected, but for some reason, Moe felt uncomfortable. 
It is not because of the room temperature. It is probably because the light 
was coming from below. There was an iron railing just inside the door, 
which they did not touch with their bare hands because it was too 
cold. The laboratory floor was about three meters further down from 
where they stood, giving them a clear view of most of it. In other 
words, the floor of this laboratory was in the basement, a stairwell 
with no floor on the first floor. Did they embed this laboratory half 
underground for insulation? Or is it because of the original slope of this 
terrain ...? Moe imagined the design intent. 


The railing extended in an L-shape in front of and to the left of the 
laboratory. This walkway was the only part on the same level as the 
first floor. The left side of the walkway seemed to dead end. From this 
walkway part, they could see everything happening in the laboratory. 


Just to their left was a door and a glass window. It was a large 
window, so they could see its interior. It appeared to be a small room. 
It would be a room for controlling testing equipment or for handling 
measuring equipment. The door was marked “MEASUREMENT 
ROOM.” On the other side, to their right, was another door with a 
plaque reading “PREPARATION ROOM.” In front of the door were 
stairs that made a U-turn and descended to the basement level of the 
laboratory. The three went down the stairs first. 


In the center of that laboratory was a pool about five meters wide and 
fifteen meters long. There was ice on the surface of the water at the 
time. But it was not the usual clear ice. It was sherbet-like opaque ice. 
Thus, the depth of the pool was not visible to them. The pool was also 
illuminated from below the surface of the water, so the ice on the 
whole surface was dimly lit and very beautiful. 


Moe suddenly looked up at the ceiling. She saw cranes and other 
equipment there. The lights were halfway up the wall, that is, at the 
height of the floor of the walkway. Therefore, the area near the ceiling 
above that level was faintly dark, and perhaps due to an optical 
illusion, Moe could not tell exactly how high it was. 


Cables ran intricately across the floor, so they proceeded to the back, 
careful of their footing. 


In the pool floated a model of a ship about one meter in size. Moe 
imagined that it was a model of an ice-breaker ship on its way to 
Antarctica or some other expedition. 


At the end of the pool was a round machine about two meters in 
diameter. As they approached and peered into it, a large propeller 
could be seen through the wire mesh. It was like a giant fan. 


Almost in the center of the pool, a platform model with a structure of 
pipes (Does it liken to an offshore oil drilling plant?) floated on the 
surface of the ice. Its size was about one cubic meter, and it appeared 
to be made of aluminum. Spotlights were shining on the model from 
several locations along the poolside. A deck across the pool was right 
next to them, so they could cross to the other side. On that deck, a 
number of black box-like cameras were fixed in place, with coaxial 
cables extending in a jumble to the poolside measuring instruments. 


The ice glowing in rainbow colors. 
Tiny blinks of red and green light-emitting diodes. 
White breath. 


The frozen black cables. 


Although it was a literary expression she did not usually use, Moe 
thought they were fantastic. 


“You guys use quite a few laser displacement meters.” Saikawa was 
talking with Shimoyanagi. “Don’t they cost 500,000 yen each?” 


“Umm, I don’t know the price,” Shimoyanagi answered. 


“Because of the distance, those lenses are expensive,” Saikawa 
mumbled to himself. “Do you guys do all your measurements by non- 
contact?” 


“Yes, we do. We used to have all kinds of cumbersome codes, but now 
we mostly use lasers.” 


“What do you measure with lasers?” Moe asked from behind the other 
two. 


“They shine a laser on the object and measure the distance,” Saikawa 
replied. “They can measure the distance without touching the object.” 


“Is laser beam red?” 


“No, it is invisible to the human eye,” Saikawa explained. “It is 
harmful to shine the eyes with it.” 


“This ice looks a little strange. Isn’t it real ice?” Moe bent down by the 
poolside and poked at the ice on the surface of the water with her 
finger. As it looked, it was as soft as a nearly melted sherbet. 


“Umm, you know ...” Shimoyanagi answered, smiling. “It’s ice 
specially made to match the scale. It’s soft ice like sherbet.” 


“Why not regular ice?” 


“We call it the scale effect, though ...” Shimoyanagi looked troubled. 
“How can I say? If we use real ice, it would be too hard for a model of 
this size. So we soften it as per its scale.” 


“Think about when they shoot a Godzilla movie, Nishinosono-kun,” 
Saikawa explained. “If you made a model building out of real 
concrete, the costumed Godzilla wouldn’t be able to destroy it, right?” 


“What in the world are you experimenting with?” Moe thought she 
should have asked this question first. 


“Umm ...” Shimoyanagi looked more and more troubled. “How can I 
explain it ...?” 


“They make a theoretical model that could simulate the behavior of 
the real thing.” Saikawa answered for him. “They try to prove by 
experiment that the model can be reproduced as an actual 
phenomenon in an ideal environment. If they can get data to support 
the analytical model under simple boundary conditions, then the 
analytical model will be useful when they design the real thing. No, I 
may have exaggerated. They would feel a little safer with it ... they 
might be able to ... At best, that’s about it.” 


“Do they design a platform that will float in icy waters?” Moe asked. 


“Err, more correctly ...” Saikawa nodded. “It is a platform that may 
end up floating on the ice sea.” 


“Only for that purpose?” Moe looked up at the ceiling and around the 
large laboratory. “So they built such a large laboratory and keep the 
room temperature low just because they need ice?” 


“They have much bigger facilities in areas like shipbuilding,” Saikawa 
said. “This facility is small in scale. They can only do simple 
experiments here. But numerical experiments are more advanced 
these days, so they can get to a pretty good point with model 
experiments.” 


“Somehow, that sounds like a waste of the public’s tax.” Moe smiled. 
“But it does sound interesting.” 


“So ...” Saikawa shoved his hands in his pockets. “If it’s interesting, it’s 
good. If it’s interesting, it’s not a waste of money. It’s like a child 
playing in the sand. If it weren’t fun, no one would do research.” 


“You two must be getting cold by now. Shall we go up now?” 
Shimoyanagi said. In fact, Moe was already getting cold. She was the 
one wearing the lightest clothes. Probably, not even three minutes had 
passed yet. 


They walked around the pool and back to the stairs they had 
descended earlier. These stairs seemed to be the only access route to 
the basement of this laboratory. There were no windows here. 


At the top of the stairs, Shimoyanagi opened the door marked 
“PREPARATION ROOM.” 


It was a beautiful room, about a quarter of the size of the laboratory, 
lined with computers and machine control boards. It was much 
warmer than the laboratory. Right after Moe and Saikawa entered the 
room, Shimoyanagi quickly closed the door behind them. 


“This room is now ... 10 degrees Celsius. But you must feel much 


warmer, right?” Shimoyanagi said, looking at the thermometer on the 
wall. 


“Really ... Is this 10 degrees Celsius? I surely feel warmer,” Saikawa 
murmured. “We can never count on human senses, can we?” 


“You’re going to start feeling cold again soon.” Shimoyanagi looked at 
Moe and said. 


“What is this room for?” Moe crossed her arms. 


“This is an experimental preparation room,” Shimoyanagi explained. 
“Well ..., we make small test specimens and measurement jigs and do 
tests for the main experiments.” 


“What is that panel?” Moe pointed to a control board with a number 
of meters. 


“Ah, this is the control board for the device that causes waves and 
currents in the pool you saw earlier,” Shimoyanagi replied. 


“Eh? Cause waves?” 


“You know, that’s a model of the ocean. We can also make wind. You 
saw the fan at the far end, didn’t you?” Shimoyanagi said, smoothing 
back his long hair. “Waves are created by an actuator before the 
pool.” 


“Actuator?” Moe repeated. 

“Tt is like a jack ... that runs on hydraulics.” 

Jack? 

Ah, he means the jack that lifts the car, Moe was convinced. 


At the back of this room were two doors, one on each side. Above the 
door on the right was a glowing green lamp that read “EMERGENCY 
EXIT.” The door on the left said “LOADING ROOM.” 


“This place is like the inside of a submarine.” Moe described her 
impression of this room. 


“Have you ever been on a submarine?” Saikawa asked immediately. 


“Now, you two are probably at the end of your patience. Let’s go back. 
Their experiment will start soon.” Shimoyanagi looked at his watch. 
Moe also couldn’t help looking at her watch. It was 6:30 p.m. 


“May I open it there?” Saikawa indicated the door to the loading 
room. Shimoyanagi nodded, and Saikawa opened that door. The light 


was not on in that room. Shimoyanagi entered the room from behind 
Saikawa and turned on the switch. Moe also entered that loading 
room. 


This room was even warmer. It was a warehouse-like room. 


Like the laboratory, it had a floor about three meters below and stairs 
leading down to the left. A large shutter across from the guardhouse 
occupied the right-hand wall of this room. 


Moe followed the suggestion to turn back. They turned off the lights 
and closed the door of the loading room. The three then left the 
preparation room and went through the double doors, finally 
returning to a normal temperature environment. 


Moe touched her own cold arms and shoulders. She felt very warm, 
even though this place was supposed to be well air-conditioned. Warm 
was an unnatural word for this season, but at that moment, the 
warmth really felt comfortable to her. 


Outside the door, Hachikawa, in his work clothes, was still staring at 
the display. He did not even turn his head toward the three of them. 


“Because of you guys entering there, the temperature in that room 
went up 0.7 degrees,” Hachikawa murmured in a low voice. “You did 
not open the emergency exit door of the preparation room, did you?” 


“We did not,” Shimoyanagi answered sullenly. 


“Some guys open that door to smoke.” Hachikawa finally turned to 
them and said bitterly. “Anyone who smokes is insane.” 
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The three returned to the lounge where they had been earlier. For 
Saikawa, it was a smoking area. Fortunately, Hachikawa, who disliked 
smoking, was not visible from the place. Saikawa took a cigarette 
from his chest pocket and lit it with a disposable 100-yen lighter. 


“Hachikawa-san is a somewhat odd man, but don’t worry about his 
remark,” Shimoyanagi said. He looked at Saikawa’s cigarette and 
seemed concerned about his feelings. 


“Ts that man a research student? Or a technical officer?” Saikawa 
asked Shimoyanagi, exhaling smoke. The coffee cups they had just 
used were still on the table. Kita had taken his own cup away, so they 
were Saikawa’s and Moe’s cups. 


“Hachikawa-san?” Shimoyanagi answered. “He is a technical officer.” 


Moe placed the remaining two cups on the tray and asked 
Shimoyanagi with her eyes what she should do with them. 


“Oh, I’m surprised Nishinosono-san does such a thing. Don’t worry. Ill 
put it away.” Shimoyanagi said interestingly. 


Saikawa watched Moe’s cheeks puff out a bit at Shimoyanagi’s words. 


Leaving Saikawa and Moe behind, Shimoyanagi carried the tray and 
cups to the graduate student office. Perhaps hearing their 
conversation, one of the yellow doors across the way opened, and 
Associate Professor Kita appeared. He still had his cup in his hand. 


“How was that room? Just cold in there, wasn’t it?” Kita came over 
and sat down near Saikawa and Moe. 


“Well ...” Saikawa said as he exhaled smoke. “It’s compact but quite a 
usable laboratory.” 


“Nishinosono-san, were you all right in that light clothing? You must 
have been cold, right?” Kita asked Moe. 


“T should have worn my fur coat.” Moe smiled. In her case, it would be 
real fur, Saikawa thought. 


“By the way, Nishinosono-san.” Kita put on a bit of a serious face. “Do 
you know the previous president of the university? He had the same 
family name as you ...” 


“Yes, he was my father.” Moe answered immediately. 
Saikawa chuckled. Kita hasn’t known that. 


“Whaaat?!” Kita stood up and gazed at Moe. Then, he looked at 
Saikawa. His eyes looked as if to accuse his friend of why Saikawa had 
kept quiet about it. “Really? Umm ... I’m so sorry. It’s an unusual 
name, so I thought perhaps you were his relative ...” 


Saikawa found Kita’s flustered state even funnier. 


“T have no recollection of any discourteous behavior directed at me 
from you,” Moe said, smiling elegantly. Sometimes she took on a 
horrifyingly elegant tone. 


“Ah, unfortunately, I had no idea that you were Nishinosono-sensei’s 
daughter ... Phew, this is a surprise ...” Kita brought his face close to 
Saikawa. “Sohei, I’m surprised that Nishinosono-sensei had such a 
young lady, right?” 


As Kita said so, Saikawa smiled at him, exhaling smoke. 


“Why do you suddenly take a polite tone ...? I used to visit 
Nishinosono-sensei’s home. I’ve known her since she was in 
elementary school. Didn’t I ever mention that to you?” 


Of course, Saikawa had never talked to Kita about Moe. 
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There was a sudden noise, and Moe saw a group of students coming 
out of the meeting room into the corridor. They were several young 
men and women. They walked toward Moe, glanced at Saikawa, and 
bowed lightly to him. They are probably graduate students in the civil 
engineering department, Moe thought. They seemed to know Associate 
Professor Saikawa in the Department of Architecture. Moe had heard 
that the Departments of Architecture and Civil Engineering shared 
some common courses in their undergraduate programs, and that once 
they entered graduate school, they would be even freer in their choice 
of lectures. 


Most students went into the graduate student office where 
Shimoyanagi had just entered, and only two walked toward the 
laboratory in the back. One of the two was a woman wearing a short 
skirt who made eye contact with Moe for a moment. Moe looked at 
Saikawa, and sure enough, he was focused on the female student’s 
attire. Saikawa noticed Moe’s gaze and looked back at her, so Moe 
smiled plainly for him. 


A little later, a tall gentleman and a petite young woman came out of 
the meeting room. The two walked slowly toward the lounge, talking 
about something. Seeing them, Saikawa stood up. 


“Hi, Saikawa-sensei. I heard you are touring this facility ... Ha-ha, is 
there anything worth seeing?” Professor Kikuma said in a crisp, low 
voice as he approached Saikawa. He was an athletic type, well-built 
and large. He had a lot of hair and looked young, but he must have 
been in his mid-fifties. His expression was intelligent, and his eyes 
were sharp. “Is this your first time seeing him?” Professor Kikuma 
said, looking back at the petite woman he had with him. “She is 
Ichinose-san, my research associate. He is Associate Professor Saikawa 
of architecture.” 


The woman, called Ichinose, bowed her head. She wore glasses. No 
makeup at all. Her hair was tied up in a random bun with a pin. She 
looked like a woman who did not care about her appearance. Even so, 
she is definitely a beautiful woman, Moe thought. 


“Kikuma-sensei, she is the daughter of Nishinosono-sensei.” Kita raised 


one hand toward Moe and joyfully introduced her. 


Professor Kikuma looked at Moe’s entire body for a few seconds with a 
puzzled expression. 


“Oh ..., this is a surprise. Is she the daughter of President 
Nishinosono? She does not look like him at all. Ha-ha ... Umm, pardon 
me ...” Then the professor coughed. “I have heard of your enrollment 
in the Department of Architecture for some time now. Nishinosono- 
san, have you also come to see this facility?” 


“Yes, thank you for the opportunity.” Moe bowed her head. 


“Well, when you two observe, you will not be allowed to enter the 
laboratory during the experiment. The measurement room is also very 
small, so you two should observe from the area with the monitors over 
there. You can also see inside the laboratory through the window.” 
Professor Kikuma pointed toward the back of the room. The area with 
the monitors was where the cigarette-hating Hachikawa, the technical 
officer, was sitting. 


“No need to be concerned. I am sorry to bother you at your busy time. 
We will try not to disturb you ...” Saikawa thanked him and bowed. 


Professor Kikuma entered his room, and Research Associate Ichinose 
followed him into the same room. Moe looked at her watch. It was 
6:45 p.m. There were still fifteen minutes before the experiment 
resumed. Kita, Saikawa, and Moe sat down on the sofa again. 


Chapter 3: Experiments and Observations 
As 


Saikawa and Kita were talking about technical matters all the time. 
Moe understood that it was a topic related to the finite element 
method, but the word isoparametric was used many times, and she did 
not understand what it meant. Keywords like “minimal,” “halt,” and 
“identification” kept coming back and forth over Moe’s head. 


“Nishinosono-san, may I ask where you live?” Kita suddenly asked 
Moe. Since Moe was silent, Kita must have taken care of her. “If I 
remember right, I heard that Nishinosono-sensei lived in Nagano 
Prefecture ...” 


“That mansion is now her property. That is in Suwa City, right?” 
Saikawa explained from the other side. 


“Right,” Moe nodded and responded to Kita. “But I live ina 
condominium now. It is in this city ...” 


“Which area is it?” Kita asked further. 


“What is it you ask that for?” Saikawa said. “Back on topic, when you 
say nonlinear, do you mean geometrical? Or is it a mechanical one?” 
He pulled the subject back. 


“Both,” Kita answered. 


“Really ...” Saikawa was thinking as he replied. “Do you treat it with 
the same function?” 


“My model doesn’t distinguish between them in the first place. 
Mathematically, there is no difference between them, right? We have 
only distinguished them with our preconceptions, until now.” 


“T see ... Ah, I understood.” Saikawa smiled. “Interesting. Very 
interesting.” 


Moe had no idea what was so interesting. 


There was a clock above the window of the lounge where the three of 
them were sitting. Saikawa compared his wristwatch with the clock. It 
was two minutes before 7:00 p.m. 


The leftmost of the three yellow doors on the other side of the 
corridor opened to reveal Professor Kikuma. Saikawa and Kita’s 
conversation was interrupted. 


“We will begin.” Professor Kikuma said, walked toward the graduate 
student office, and opened the door. He peeked in and said. “Niwa- 
kun, let’s start.” 


At first, Moe thought the figure was a firefighter. 


A student, wearing an aluminum-colored suit that looked like a space 
or diving suit, emerged from the graduate student office. The student, 
called Niwa, was a tall, large, stout young man with glasses. He held a 
helmet in his hand. It was a thermal suit. Niwa glanced at Moe and 
Saikawa. Moe saw several students in the graduate student office with 
the door open. 


“Now, use the fourth through seventh valves, all at 20 pascal. The 
eighth valve is a spare.” Professor Kikuma gave instructions to Niwa, 
who was in the thermal suit. “Make adjustments within ten minutes 
and then begin measurements.” 


The pascal is a unit of pressure. In the class Moe was taking, that unit 
was also used. Moe remembered that the unit of kilogram-force per 
square centimeter was used in the textbook. It seems that various units 
are still not standardized. 


The petite Research Associate Ichinose emerged from Professor 
Kikuma’s room. She wore a tiny receiver with only one ear, like a 
telephone operator. A small microphone extended to the side of her 
cheek. 


“Niwa-kun, is the receiver working?” Research Associate Ichinose 
confirmed in a small voice. She must be checking the radio. 


“Tt is working well, Sensei,” Niwa said, making the OK sign with his 
hand. Then he put the helmet in his hand entirely on his head and 
walked to the far end of the corridor. From behind, he really looked 
like an astronaut. 


Professor Kikuma and Research Associate Ichinose went back to the 
professor’s room. 


“There’s a monitor in the professor’s room, too.” Kita explained to 
Saikawa in a whisper. 


Saikawa and Moe stood up at Kita’s urging and walked toward the 
laboratory, following the astronaut. 


Niwa, the well-built man in the thermal suit, raised one hand to signal 
Hachikawa, the technical officer sitting there, opened the steel red 
door, and walked into the laboratory. As earlier, Technical Officer 
Hachikawa was sitting at the rightmost display, and his right hand 


gripped the mouse extended from a computer. The windows on the 
other two displays showed the view of the laboratory. One was an 
image of the entire laboratory, and the other was a close-up of the 
model test specimen floating in the pool, that is, the model of the 
platform they had just seen. Two video cameras were in the 
laboratory, and the images were projected onto the computers. 


Moe looked into the laboratory through the window to the right of the 
double-door entryway. She saw the figure in the thermal suit, who 
had just entered, pass just in front of the window and walk in the 
preparation room on the right. There was no other person in the 
laboratory. As Moe looked to the left, two figures could be seen in the 
window of the measurement room. The lighting in the measurement 
room seemed to be set somewhat dark so that the laboratory could be 
seen clearly. One of them was probably the female student in the 
miniskirt. Moe wondered if she was cold. 


When Moe looked away from the window and looked back, Saikawa 
was gone. Moe stepped back a little. She could see Saikawa peering 
inside through the window on the other side of the entryway to the 
laboratory. Associate Professor Kita sat next to Technical Officer 
Hachikawa and stared at the display in the middle. Saikawa came 
toward Moe. 


“These days, video is also recorded on a hard disk. In real-time.” Kita 
said, indicating the display. Obviously, Kita was explaining to Moe. 


“Doesn’t the hard disk fill up quickly?” Moe questioned. “Videos are 
big data, aren’t they?” 


“We relay it on several hard disks,” Kita replied. 


“What’s this?” Saikawa pointed to the screen and asked. It was 
another window beside the video image on the display. 


“This is the pressure swing of the actuator valve, and this is the 
distribution of the surface temperature of the specimen,” Kita 
explained. “And then ...” He pointed to the display on the far left. 
“Over there, the displacement and curvature of each part of the 
specimen will appear in a graph. We’re enlarging the video window 
now for you guys, though.” 


“How do you measure those temperatures in a non-contact way?” Moe 
asked. 


“Infrared radiation,” Saikawa answered. He moved closer to the 
display and gazed intently at it. 


“The model of the water platform is the test specimen, correct? Is the 
model three-dimensional? Don’t you guys measure strain?” Saikawa 
asked a series of questions. 


“Tt is three-dimensional, but the boundary conditions are strictly two- 
dimensional. Yes, we do not measure strain. That’s because it can’t be 
measured without contact ... If there is a code, the motion is 
constrained.” Kita answered. 


Moe could barely understand their conversation. 


“This is a simulation of the rigid body motion of the entire system. We 
can follow the internal local deformations later in the analysis. The 
less greedy we are in many ways, the more accurate the measurements 
will be.” Kita was explaining to Saikawa. 


“That’s the idea of aviation. I see ...” Saikawa nodded several times. 


“In the old days, we used to put gauges on it, so there were numerous 
cords.” Technical Officer Hachikawa, working on the rightmost 
display, turned around. He looked in a good mood, completely 
different from earlier. Saikawa smiled at Hachikawa. 


“The fourth valve is ready.” Suddenly, Research Associate Ichinose’s 
voice came from somewhere. Since the video is digital, probably the voice 
is also being recorded digitally. Moe realized that the voice was coming 
from the speaker of the display. 


“Are Kikuma-sensei and Ichinose-san also monitoring this in the room 
over there?” Saikawa asked. 


“They do in the professor’s room,” Kita answered. “Their images are 
analog, so they should be able to see more clearly than we can. The 
images we see here are digital and have a lower resolution.” 


The instructions for the experiment seemed to come from Professor 
Kikuma’s room. 


“When they first designed the laboratory, they thought all the 
computers would fit in the measurement room. And now, this is what 
we have. They are even overflowing into the corridor.” Kita said. The 
measurement room was to the left in the laboratory. Moe had not 
entered there earlier. 


“The fifth valve is ready.” Moe heard Research Associate Ichinose’s 
voice again over the speaker. “You should slow down a little, Niwa- 
kun.” 


“He has done this many times before but is not good at opening it,” 


Hachikawa mumbled, looking at the screen. 


Moe looked at the various colored numbers on the display. Every 
number was changing every few seconds. Some graphs were also 
displayed, and the bar graphs were moving like living things. 


The psychedelic colors and shapes kept changing at a dizzying pace. 
When Moe squinted a little, they looked so beautiful. They are like 
neon signs on a car windshield on a rainy day. 


But Moe had no idea what each of those movements meant. She could 
barely understand words like “pressure” and “flow velocity” displayed 
in English. 


“The sixth valve is ready.” It was Research Associate Ichinose’s voice 
again. 


“Has the vibration stopped?” This time Professor Kikuma’s voice 
echoed from the speaker. 


“Yes, it has. The servo is also okay.” It was another husky female 
voice, unfamiliar to Moe. 


“Whose voice was that?” Moe asked Kita. 


“Well, she is a student in the measurement room.” Kita pointed 
toward the window. It must be the student who went into the laboratory 
earlier. 


“Even if a truck comes into the parking lot outside, fine vibrations will 
occur. It is very subtle. That’s why we have retreated deep into the 
mountains.” Kita explained. “The most difficult part is the first stop. 
The simpler the boundary conditions, the more difficult it is to 
reproduce.” 


“The seventh valve is ready.” It was Research Associate Ichinose’s 
voice. “Now everything is okay. We will begin.” 


As Moe looked through the window into the laboratory, the figure in 
the thermal suit was looming up from the preparation room on the 
right and headed slowly down the stairs toward the pool. Moe turned 
and looked at the monitor, and the moving figure appeared belatedly 
on the video screen. Saikawa kept his eyes on the display. 


However, for the next twenty minutes, the images were monotonous 
to Moe. In the laboratory, only the figure in the thermal suit was 
walking back and forth repeatedly. The test specimen barely moved in 
the video footage. Moe began to feel sleepy. 


Saikawa and Kita started a difficult conversation again, staring 
intently at the screen. 


Every once in a while, the voice of Professor Kikuma or Research 
Associate Ichinose giving instructions and the voice of the female 
student in the measurement room reading out numbers came over the 
speaker. 


“Ah, that’s interesting,” Saikawa repeated so three times. 
How interesting is this? 
Moe could not understand. 


The images and sound were digital, somewhat awkward, and it felt to 
Moe as if it were an event in a dream. 
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Saikawa looked at his wristwatch. It was 7:30 p.m. 
“Niwa-kun, come up now.” It was Professor Kikuma’s voice. 


Moe saw the figure in the thermal suit slowly ascending the stairs of 
the laboratory. They were heavy steps. 


“Even with that suit on, is thirty minutes the maximum they can 
work?” Moe asked Kita. 


“No, they can for almost two hours. But they will lose energy by doing 
that. So, we decided to limit it to thirty minutes.” 


Moe heard a natural voice of Research Associate Ichinose from the 
corridor, not from the speaker this time. Saikawa turned around to see 
that Research Associate Ichinose had brought a person in a small 
thermal suit with her. The person was already wearing a helmet and 
as petite as Research Associate Ichinose. She appeared to be a female 
student. 


“Hattori-san, the fifth valve is not working well, so we’ll use the 
eighth valve instead. Is that okay?” Research Associate Ichinose said 
as she approached the person in the thermal suit. The small figure in 
the thermal suit, called Hattori, raised her hand to indicate the OK 
sign. At that moment, the large figure in the thermal suit came out of 
the laboratory through the double door. The two astronauts clapped 
each other’s hands, signaling a baton pass. This time, the smaller 
figure in the thermal suit entered the laboratory. 


“We will begin the final test.” Research Associate Ichinose said, 
holding the microphone in her hand. She turned back down the 


corridor with the stout man in the thermal suit. 
“How are the vibrations?” They heard Professor Kikuma’s voice. 


“Nothing is wrong.” It was the husky voice of the female student in 
the measurement room. 


Saikawa looked into the laboratory through the window again. No one 
was in sight. The woman in the thermal suit, who had just entered, 
seemed to get into the preparation room. 


“We will switch the fifth and eighth valves.” Research Associate 
Ichinose’s voice came over the speaker. 


“This will be a difficult task.” Technical Officer Hachikawa said 
amusingly. “Can Tamako-chan do it?” 


“Tamago-chan?” Saikawa asked Kita. 


“Ah, she’s Tamako Hattori-san. Tamako-san is the girl who has just 
entered there.” Kita answered. Then, he whispered in Saikawa’s ear. 
“She is my favorite student ... You should talk to her later. She’s a nice 
girl.” 


“That’s too bad. I wanted to see her face.” Saikawa adapted to his 
friend’s story. 


“Please proceed five percent at a time.” It was the voice of Research 
Associate Ichinose. 


“There seemed to be something wrong with the servo.” Professor 
Kikuma’s loud voice came out. 


There was silence for a while. 


“No, there is nothing wrong here.” The female student in the 
measurement room replied in a small voice. 


“The fifth valve is now at seventy percent, and the eighth is at thirty 
percent.” It was Research Associate Ichinose’s voice. “Hattori-san, wait 
a minute. Keep it at this level.” 


They heard Professor Kikuma’s natural voice from the corridor. 
“TIchinose-kun, scan and monitor the displacement in the zy direction, 
please.” 


Saikawa looked back toward the voice, and Professor Kikuma 
appeared running at a trot. The professor was also wearing a receiver 
on his head. He put his hand on the red steel door and tried to enter 
the laboratory. 


“Hachicawa-kun, support me, please.” Saying so, Professor Kikuma 
disappeared into the door. Saikawa looked inside through the window 
and saw Professor Kikuma quickly running into the measurement 
room on his left. Three figures could be seen in the small 
measurement room. In about ten seconds, the professor returned from 
the measurement room to this side. 


“Good grief, this servo system is old.” Professor Kikuma spat as he 
emerged from the double door. He went back down the corridor and 
disappeared. 


“Okay, resume switching valves, Ichinose-kun.” From the direction of 
the corridor, they heard the sound of a door opening and the loud 
voice of the professor. 


“Hattori-san, we will resume switching valves.” Research Associate 
Ichinose’s voice came from the speaker. 


Professor Kikuma came back toward Saikawa and the others again. 
The professor looked at Saikawa and Moe, smiled lightly, and stared 
at the monitor for a while. 


“That’s good. Work slowly,” Professor Kikuma murmured as if saying 
to himself. 


Kita checked his wristwatch, and Saikawa naturally at his extremely 
accurate watch. It was 7:35 p.m. 


“It’s time for an e-mail to arrive from the UK, so let me leave for a 
while.” Kita stood up. “I’m going to chat with those in England and 
Australia. This is the only time slot we can do it.” Saying so, Kita 
walked toward the end of the corridor. Professor Kikuma was 
watching Kita walking away. 


“Are you in some kind of trouble?” Saikawa asked Professor Kikuma. 


Professor Kikuma looked back at Saikawa. “No, this kind of thing is an 
everyday occurrence. We are only about three minutes behind 
schedule.” The professor shifted his gaze to the monitor. Still, he 
looked a little worried. It was an unusual expression for Professor 
Kikuma. “Maybe we'll be all right,” The professor murmured. 


There was silence for a while. 


“Okay. Valve switching is complete! Hattori-san, thank you for your 
efforts.” It was Research Associate Ichinose’s voice. 


“Nice, Tamako-chan.” Hachikawa clapped once. “Perfect.” 


“Now, start the measurement, please.” They heard Research Associate 
Ichinose’s instruction. 


The small figure in the thermal suit appeared, who seemed to be 
coming out of the preparation room on the right. Saikawa saw her 
going down the stairs through the glass. A little later, her image 
appeared on the monitor. 


The numbers on display began to change busily. As before, they heard 
Research Associate Ichinose’s instructions and the husky voice of the 
female student in the measurement room. Saikawa and the others 
stared at the screen in silence. 


The monitors continued to show the astronaut moving slowly, like 
images from a moon landing. Each time the figure blocked the light, 
its glare, which Saikawa had almost forgotten about, became more 
pronounced. Moe looked sleepy. 


“Hey, Sensei. What are they measuring?” Moe whispered in Saikawa’s 
ear. 


“The structure floats on the ice-covered water surface,” Saikawa 
answered in a low voice. “They are sending out waves and water 
currents and observing how it moves.” 


“It does not appear to me to be moving at all ...” Moe pointed out 
while watching the video footage. 


“Right, they are minimal movements of a few millimeters.” 
“Hmm ...” Moe pursed her mouth. She looked bored. 


Indeed, the images on display were hardly moving. However, there 
was a fairly clear pattern to the regular motions that appeared in the 
graphs. How would they change as the ice thickness changed? Just 
imagining such a thing was exciting for Saikawa. 


“That’s all right now. Saikawa-sensei, do you smoke?” In about ten 
minutes, Professor Kikuma asked. “Shall we have a smoke together 
over there?” 


It was a gratifying suggestion for Saikawa. Saikawa glanced at 
Technical Officer Hachikawa, who remained staring at the monitor. 
Saikawa and Professor Kikuma walked down the corridor toward the 
lounge, leaving Moe peering through the window into the laboratory. 


Be 


While Saikawa sat down on a sofa and lit a cigarette, Professor 


Kikuma opened the door of his room slightly, peeked in, said 
something, and walked toward Saikawa. He probably gave final 
instructions to Research Associate Ichinose, Saikawa guessed. Professor 
Kikuma also lit a cigarette and sat down on another sofa. 


“I heard You and Kita-kun were classmates, Saikawa-sensei.” Professor 
Kikuma spoke to him. Saikawa was relieved because it was not easy 
for him to talk to his superiors himself. 


“Yes, he and I were classmates since high school.” 


“Kita-kun is sharp,” Kikuma said, smiling. Of course, he meant that 
Kita was smart. 


“Ichinose-san is as well,” Saikawa said. He heard rumors that PERC’s 
Research Associate Ichinose was competent. 


“Right, she is the best researcher.” Professor Kikuma responded. “If 
there is a post, she will be an associate professor. You know, she 
devotes herself to research.” 


Comparing Research Associate Ichinose with Research Associate 
Momoko Kunieda in his own office, Saikawa noticed the contrasting 
impressions. 


Saikawa asked several questions about the experiment. What are the 
experimental factors? What are the most important parameters? To what 
scale of platform is it feasible? These were the question he asked. 


A little later, Kikuma extinguished his cigarette in an ashtray and then 
stood up. 


“So, the experiment will be over in a little while.” Kikuma started to 
walk away but suddenly stopped and turned around. “After the 
experiment, we will have a drinking party. Please join us and have a 
drink together.” Saying so, he went back to his room. 


Saikawa also extinguished his cigarette and stood up. With a sudden 
thought, he walked to Associate Professor Kita’s room and knocked on 
the door. 


“Yes?” Saikawa heard the reply from inside. 
He opened the door. Kita’s room was terribly messy. 


On the desks were countless piles of papers. The floor was similarly 
piled with books. The further Saikawa went into the room, the worse 
the clutter became. Kita’s face was slightly visible between the piles of 
files, papers, envelopes, and books that looked like they were about to 


collapse at any moment. He appeared to be at a computer screen. A 
number of scribbled notes were taped to the glass of steel bookcases, 
many of them discolored yellow. Large piles of printed-out sheets of 
paper were piled up, looking like columns. On their sides were 
numbers and symbols written in magic marker. The table was almost 
completely covered with books, and a yellow card was tucked into 
every book. At the top of each high pile of books was a piece of paper 
with the pile’s name written on it. Instead of paperweights, all kinds 
of stationery were placed on the piles. 


“Sohei? Sorry, I can’t stop working right now. I’ll be done in ten 
minutes.” Kita said, raising one hand from the back. “It’s messy in 
here, isn’t it?” 


Messy? 


Such an adjective is not appropriate. This is a scattering that evoked some 
intense philosophy. Perhaps it symbolizes the structure of Kita’s brain. 
About the way it symbolizes, his brain is the opposite of the state of this 
room. Conversely, the fact that Saikawa’s room was tidy was evidence 
that his brain was cluttered. 


Saikawa usually talked with Kita either by e-mail or by phone. Kita 
came to Saikawa’s office several times, but this was the first time 
Saikawa saw Kita’s office. Come to think of it, Kita did not want to let 
his friends into his room since he was a student. When they would 
talk, Kita would come to Saikawa’s room. While Saikawa was 
completely overwhelmed by the disorderliness of Kita’s office, he was 
a little pleased to discover one of Kita’s few superficial flaws. 


“Ah, sorry to bother you.” Saying so, Saikawa decided to leave 
immediately. 


If he’s living like this, he’d better get married soon ... 
Saikawa was a little worried about his best friend. 
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Saikawa decided to take a peek into the graduate student office. 


Opening the orange door, he found the room was large, though 
separated by low partitions. There were six or seven desks facing in 
various directions and steel bookcases lining the walls. On each desk 
was a 17-inch display. Three students were in the room, all wearing 
thermal suits. Only one was not wearing a helmet, and that was 
Shimoyanagi, who had just shown Saikawa and Moe around the 
laboratory. 


“Oh, is it your turn now?” Saikawa spoke to the three of them. 


“We are in charge of cleaning up afterward,” Shimoyanagi said, 
putting on his helmet. 


The three persons’ thermal suits came in large, medium, and small 
sizes. Shimoyanagi was wearing the largest one. Saikawa thought it 
might be a woman wearing the smallest suit, but he later found out 
that this was a misunderstanding. 


Professor Kikuma came in. 


“Hattori-san is already coming up, so get ready.” Professor Kikuma 
said to the three graduate students in their thermal suits. They nodded 
and left the room. Saikawa and Professor Kikuma followed the three 
astronauts. 


The figure in the petite thermal suit was just emerging from the red 
door of the low-temperature laboratory. Her suit was noticeably 
cloudier than those of the other three people about to enter, probably 
due to the frost. They had a different sheen. The trio, whose thermal 
suits were large, medium, and small in size, made a motion to baton 
with her and walked into the laboratory. The woman in the thermal 
suit passed Kikuma and Saikawa and walked toward the graduate 
student office. Saikawa wanted to see her face, which Kita said he 
preferred, but could not see it then. 


Saikawa and Professor Kikuma walked back to the area where Moe 
and Technical Officer Hachikawa were. Saikawa looked through the 
window into the laboratory and saw the three persons, who just 
entered, descend the stairs and walk down both sides of the pool. The 
three persons in thermal suits were beginning the process of moving 
heavy equipment. 


“Hachikawa-kun, you can stop cooling.” Professor Kikuma said to 
Hachikawa. 


“Eh?” Hachikawa put his hand on his glasses and looked surprised. 
“Can I stop that?” 


“Let’s have a drink in the laboratory after a long while.” Professor 
Kikuma said joyfully. 


“Okay. ”? 


“Kikuma-sensei.” Saikawa heard the voice from behind him, looked 
back, and saw Research Associate Ichinose. “That’s a waste of energy. 
If you hold a drinking party, please use the meeting room ...” 


In any course, the research associate is the one who is the most calm and 
correct, Saikawa smiled inwardly. 


“But, you know, we have guests today. Why not once in a while?” 
Professor Kikuma said. 


At the time, two students came out of the laboratory. Neither of them 
was wearing a thermal suit. One was a cheerful-looking man with 
round glasses, and the other was a woman with long hair wearing a 
miniskirt. They must have been the two in the measurement room. 


“Well then, Arai-kun and Funami-san.” Research Associate Ichinose 
sighed and then said. “Bring the beer from the meeting room over 
here, please. We will have a drinking party in the laboratory. Have 
Niwa-kun and Hattori-san help you two.” 


Hearing these instructions, the two walked to the end of the corridor. 


If I drink with them, Ill be home late, Saikawa thought. Saikawa looked 
at his watch and saw it was a little past 8:00 p.m. 


Kita approached him, smiling. As he saw Saikawa, he raised one hand 
in a gesture. 


“Sorry ..., Sohei,” Kita whispered to Saikawa. “I had a long talk with 
them.” 


“You have numerous books in your room, right?” Saikawa said half 
sarcastically. 


“T don’t return books once I borrow them ...” Kita laughed. “Most 
books are from the library.” 


The situation was different in the case of the university’s central 
library, but all department libraries had growing collections of books 
to the limit of their storage capacity. Therefore, instructors were often 
allowed to borrow as many books as they wanted. Saikawa also 
borrowed more than two hundred books for a long time. In the case of 
books in cutting-edge fields, he was the only person around to read 
them. 


After a while, four people appeared with lots of beer and plastic bags. 
The two younger ones were Arai and Funami, the man and woman 
who had come out of the measurement room earlier. Research 
Associate Ichinose called them “Arai-kun and Funami-san,” so the 
woman in the miniskirt must be Funami. The third man was about 
fifty years old, and Saikawa recognized him. He was the clerk-like 
man who had opened the entrance door for Saikawa and Moe about 
two hours before. The other was a plain-looking woman in her 


thirties. She wore a long black skirt and a long-sleeved shirt, even 
though it was summer. 


“Neither Niwa-senpai nor Hattori-san was in the graduate student 
office.” Arai, a round-glassed man carrying a case of beer heavily, said 
in Kansai intonation. “Did they go shopping or somewhere else?” 


“Yokogishi-san, Suzumura-san. Sorry to have you help them.” 
Professor Kikuma said to the two non-students. 


“Well, we just helped them a little. Are you guys having a drinking 
party?” The clerk-like man said, putting down the plastic bags. 


“Right, Professor Kikuma insisted on holding it in the laboratory.” 
Research Associate Ichinose replied apologetically. 


“Yokogishi-san. If you are available, wouldn’t you join us ...?” 
Professor Kikuma said. 


“T would. As I have some work, I will join you for a bit after finishing 
it ...” The man called Yokogishi responded. The sober woman named 
Suzumura looked around but disappeared into the corridor. Yokogishi 
said something to Technical Officer Hachikawa and then went back. 


Arai said in his Kansai dialect, “Keep that door open, please,” had 
Funami open the red steel door, and carried the beer case into the 
laboratory. 


“Arai-san, you’re wearing sandals, aren’t you? You'll slip on the 
stairs!” Funami warned in a husky voice from behind. She was 
wearing high heels, which caught Saikawa’s eye. Saikawa saw through 
the window Arai descending the stairs and quickly turning back 
empty-handed. 


“This way, the beer will be well chilled,” Arai said, coming out the 
door with his glasses fogged. 


Technical Officer Hachikawa once walked to the back of the corridor 
and returned. The other seven members, Saikawa, Moe, Kita, Professor 
Kikuma, Research Associate Ichinose, Arai, and Funami, watched the 
laboratory from the window for a while, taking turns. 


Moe was talking with Funami about something. Funami’s voice, which 
Saikawa had sensed earlier when he heard it over the speaker, had a 
distinctive husky voice. Saikawa thought it sounded like one of the 
singers. He could not, however, recall the name of the singer. Few 
people would look at these two female students, Moe and Funami, and 


think they are engineering students ... But, that kind of thinking would be 
old-fashioned by now. Saikawa was thinking such trivial thoughts. 


Saikawa wanted to smoke again, so he sneaked out of the place and 
walked to the lounge. Saikawa smoked his cigarette to his heart’s 
content without sitting down and wandered around the ashtray. At 
that moment, a plain woman named Suzumura came out of the 
restroom next to the lounge. They looked at each other briefly, but 
Saikawa quickly averted her gaze. She walked slowly down the 
corridor and disappeared into the lit library. 
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The temperature in the laboratory rose rapidly. 


The pool was covered and the deck in the center was moved to the far 
end. The three students in the thermal suits removed their helmets 
while working, and finally, they took off their suits. By this time, both 
Arai and Funami had come down to the laboratory to help them. 


By 8:30 p.m., the room temperature had reached a point where they 
could remain in the laboratory in summer clothes. Tables and chairs 
were laid out around the bottom of the stairs, ready for a simple 
drinking party. 


Everyone came down to the laboratory and gathered around the 
tables. Paper cups were handed out. 


When Professor Kikuma gave the first toast, there was a problem with 
the absence of two students, but this was soon forgotten. When the 
clerk Yokogishi arrived a little later, Professor Kikuma asked him to 
invite other staff members as well. 


“Nakamori-san is still in the main office, and Suzumura-san is in the 
library, but they both seem busy ...” Yokogishi said so and did not go 
to call them. 


Saikawa was forced to introduce himself, which he was not very good 
at. When Moe introduced herself, there was a whistle from the 
students. Arai, with the round glasses, must have done it, Saikawa 
thought. Moe was wearing a large men’s jacket borrowed from 
someone without her arms through it. The room temperature was still 
below 20 degrees, even though it was ventilated. 


As usual, Saikawa’s face had turned bright red when he drank only 
one glass of beer. He could not drink anymore. It made his head hurt, 
and he felt sick. He absolutely had to stop drinking at this stage. Kita, 
on the other hand, was a heavy drinker. He hardly ever got drunk at 


all. Moe, too, seemed to be drinking a lot. 


Almost all the time, Professor Kikuma led the conversation. When he 
didn’t, graduate student Arai would make everyone laugh with his 
comic-like tone. Beers were emptied one after another. Occasionally 
someone would go to the restroom, but they would soon return. No 
one left there. 


Saikawa felt it was in bad taste that the video camera placed at the 
back of the laboratory was pointed in their direction all the time. 
Noticing this in the middle, Saikawa asked Shimoyanagi, one of the 
students, about it. He said there was a custom of videotaping drinking 
parties in Kukuma’s office. 


I cannot show too much ugliness, Saikawa braced himself. 


When Funami sat down next to Saikawa during the party, he was on 
his second glass of beer. His head was a little dizzy, and he could not 
respond without conscious effort. 


“Saikawa-sensei, what is your specialty in architecture?” Funami 
asked in her distinctive voice. Her knee from her miniskirt almost 
touched Saikawa’s leg. With no place to put his eyes, Saikawa took 
another sip of beer. 


“My specialty is ... history. That is, the history of architecture.” 
Saikawa finally answered. “History ... you know that, don’t you?” 


What a stupid statement I am making with a graduate student ... 


After saying so, Saikawa’s face turned red. But it’s okay since my face 
was already bright red, Saikawa thought back to himself. 


Funami chuckled and asked, “Is that about Japanese architecture?” 


“Right. I am not particular about Japanese architecture, but much 
older. It is so long ago that there is neither Japan nor Europe.” 
Saikawa was aware that his language was getting a little strange. 
“What I am interested in is not the architecture itself but the process 
of forming human settlements or cities. You know what I mean by 
city, don’t you?” 


“T know what cities are. What is the difference between city and 
village?” Funami questioned. 


“City has fewer letters.” Saikawa was pleased with the timing of his 
joke. Funami laughed a little later. Saikawa dared to say something 
stupid, and he would be in trouble if the other person did not laugh at 
such a moment. Her good intentions saved Saikawa. 


“If I have a daughter of my own, I will name her Machiko.” (*Machiko 
in Japanese can mean “city girl.”) Saikawa got carried away and said 
something unnecessary. He immediately regretted it. 


“Oh, my name is Machiko. The kanji characters indicating it are 
different, though.” (*Machiko in Japanese can also mean “girl with 
true wisdom.”) Machiko Funami said, widening her eyes. Like Moe, 
Funami wore a cardigan without letting her arms go through it. It must 
be her own clothes. She would feel colder on her exposed legs than her 
upper body, Saikawa thought. He had to strain not to look down. 


Professor Kikuma seemed quite drunk, so Saikawa did not want to 
approach the great instructor. The professor was talking with Ms. 
Ichinose, his research associate, and several graduate students on the 
other side of the table. Only Research Associate Ichinose was drinking 
oolong tea. Moe also had joined the group. 


Kita walked toward Saikawa. 


“Kita-sensei, is Saikawa-senei single?” Machiko Funami asked Kita in a 
voice Saikawa could hear. 


“He’s single, more of a bachelor than I am,” Kita answered with a hint 
of amusement. “Few men in Japan deserve a bachelor more than 
him.” 


“By what standard are you making that statement?” Saikawa said. He 
found himself not speaking clearly. 


I’m at my limit. I must change my drink to oolong tea ... 


“It’s fuzzy. ll replace your drink for you.” Kita drank the beer left in 
Saikawa’s cup in one gulp and poured oolong tea on the table into it 
instead. “Sohei ..., you look almost dead already.” 


Moe and Shimoyanagi moved toward Saikawa. Kita did not sit down. 
He was wandering around with the cup of beer in one hand. He must 
have a lot of extra energy. By contrast, Saikawa was too drunk to 
stand up by himself. 


“Sensei, are you okay?” Moe worriedly brought her face close to 
Saikawa. “You look pale ...” (*In this case, Japanese people often say, 
“You look blue.”) 


Apparently, the signal has changed from red to blue. (*In Japan, signal 
colors are blue, yellow, and red.) 


The two young men and women were talking about something in front 
of Saikawa, but it all did not matter to him anymore. 
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It was unfortunate that Associate Professor Saikawa fell asleep, but 
Moe had a good time. Since all the other students were graduate 
students and she was the only second-year undergraduate student, it 
was difficult to keep up with them regarding technical topics. But 
fortunately, they rarely discussed such issues. 


“How is a fuzzy different from a probability?” Moe asked 
Shimoyanagi. He was the easiest person for Moe to talk to since he 
was a senpai (or senior) in the same club. 


“Umm, I guess they are the same.” Shimoyanagi smiled brightly. 


“Well, simply put ...” Kita answered instead. “For example, the 
weather forecast would say what percentage chance of rain tomorrow, 
right? To do that, they first need to define what rain is, what sunny is, 
and what cloudy is. When some people see the same sky, whether 
sunny or cloudy depends on the person. That is a fuzzy. After each 
definition is determined, it is the probability that they forecast what 
tomorrow’s weather will be like.” 


“TIsn’t fuzzy also a statistic?” Machiko Funami asked. “Fuzzy has 
nothing to do with our field of expertise, right?” 


“Tf no humans are involved, you need not think about fuzzy,” Kita 
answered. 


“T believe architecture will need fuzzy,” Funami looked at Moe and 
said. “I wanted to major in architecture too. A woman majoring in 
civil engineering is ... You know what I mean?” The topic had gone off 
the rails suddenly. 


“What do you mean?” Moe tilted her head. 


“T don’t like the Japanese sound of doboku (meaning civil engineering) 
...” Funami’s distinctive voice was full of emotion and awesomeness. 


“Oh, but, doboku is a very beautiful word.” Moe shared her 
impression. “The Japanese word doboku is represented by the kanji 
characters meaning ‘earth’ and ‘wood,’ right? There is no other 
beautiful Japanese word, in my opinion. And those kanji characters 
are visually symmetrical ...” 


“You say interesting things, Nishinosono-san,” Kita said loudly. He 
was the only one standing. “That is surely symmetry ...” 


“T believe kenchiku is a new term created during the Meiji period, 
translating the English word ‘architecture’ into Japanese. It has a short 


history.” Moe said. “Definitely, doboku is a nicer Japanese word than 
kenchiku ...” 


“Then, Nishinosono-san, why didn’t you major in doboku?” Funami 
asked. 


“Well, that’s a bit of a situation ...” Moe answered vaguely. She could 
not say it was because Associate Professor Saikawa belonged to the 
architecture department. 


“But don’t you think the word sounds masculine?” Funami pointed 
out. “If it were tomoku, it would sound more natural, though.” 


“Indeed, doboku sounds masculine, and kenchiku feminine.” Kita 
nodded. 


Saikawa, who had been sleeping with his cheek on his hand, woke up. 
“Oh, Saikawa-sensei ...” Moe spoke to him. 
Saikawa kept his eyes open and said nothing. 


Moe looked at the large clock on the wall of the laboratory. It was 
almost 10:00 p.m. Looking around, she noticed that the number of 
people seemed to have decreased a little. 


Professor Kikuma also looked quite drunk, but he was still talking 
with his students. Besides Arai with his round glasses, two other 
young men, whose names Moe did not know, were listening to the 
professor. They all looked a little sleepy, but only Professor Kikuma 
was in good spirits. 


Research Associate Ichinose sat quietly next to Moe, listening to Kita’s 
academic talk from earlier. Moe noticed she could not see Yokogishi, 
the clerk, and Technical Officer Hachikawa. 


“Hello,” Kita said loudly when he noticed Saikawa waking up. 
“Hi, everyone. How are you?” Saikawa responded with a blur. 


“Hey, Saikawa-sensei. We were just discussing the difference between 
kenchiku and doboku ...” Moe explained. 


“Kenchiku has more letters.” Saikawa pointed out, but no one 
responded to that. 


“In their opinion, that might be the difference between men and 
women ...” Moe further explained. “They said that kenchiku, or 
architecture, is feminine ...” 


“Well, after all, they are not that different,” Kita remarked from the 
side. “The difference between men and women is greater.” 


“The difference between men and women is negligible.” Research 
Associate Ichinose voiced her opinion in a whisper. 


“Tt’s time to leave now,” Saikawa said to himself. Then he suddenly 
began to look around. “Err, where am I ...? Ah, I recall it ... I came 
here in Nishinosono-kun’s car, right?” 


“Since I had a drink, I prefer to sober up a little more,” Moe said. She 
had been drinking only oolong tea for an hour. So was Ichinose. The 
research associate did not seem to have had any alcohol at all from 
the beginning. 


Saikawa sneezed twice. 

Yes, we are in the low-temperature laboratory. 

I wonder if Sensei is feeling ill ... 

Moe was worried about Saikawa. 

“Let’s see ... Tomorrow is Saturday, right?” Saikawa confirmed. 


“Yes, it is. In about two hours, it will be.” Research Associate Ichinose 
answered seriously. She wore a watch inside her white wrist. 


At the moment, the door to the laboratory entrance opened audibly 
above them. For a moment, silence fell. 


The woman who had appeared was the one named Suzumura, the 
librarian. She looked over the railing at them, holding the left cuff of 
her long-sleeved shirt with her right hand. She was fidgety. 


“Excuse me, is Niwa-san here?” Suzumura finally said in a hushed 
voice. She had a troubled look on her face. 


“Tt seems that Niwa-san went home early. It was right after the 
experiment was over.” Arai, wearing round glasses, answered on 
behalf of all of them. 


“Too bad ... I’m in trouble,” Suzumura said. 


“What’s wrong, Suzumura-san?” Research Associate Ichinose asked, 
standing up. 


“Niwa-san’s jeep is parked right in front of my car. I couldn’t move my 
car ...” Suzumura said in a nervous voice. 


They all looked at each other. 


“That is strange. So did Niwa-san walk home?” Arai said. “We were 
talking about whether he was going on a date with Tamako-san. If 
they are going on a date, it is strange that he would leave his car 
behind.” 


“We might be able to find his car key in the graduate student office. 
Do you want us to look for it?” Shimoyanagi stood up. 


Arai, Shimoyanagi, and two other male students ran up and left with a 
clatter of footsteps. 


“T apologize, sir,” Suzumura said to Professor Kikuma and walked out 
after the students. The laboratory suddenly became quiet. 


“Come to think of it, Tamako was acting strange, too.” Funami 
Machiko murmured next to Moe. “I can’t believe she left without 
telling us ... Indeed, those two might have a secret relationship.” 


Chapter 4: After the Incident Was Discovered 
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Kenjiro Niwa and Tamako Hattori, the two students, were nowhere to 
be seen from the beginning of the drinking party. Niwa was the stout 
student who first wore a thermal suit and entered the low-temperature 
laboratory. Tamako Hattori also entered the laboratory in a thermal 
suit. Suzumura, the library clerk, had told the others that she could 
not leave because Niwa’s car was in front of her vehicle in the parking 
lot. 


During the drinking party, the absence of the two graduate students 
was not discussed at all. However, Associate Professor Kita and 
Machiko Funami began to insist that the fact that Niwa’s car was still 
there was obviously unnatural. 


“Umm ... Didn’t Tamako-san drive Niwa-kun home?” Saikawa spoke 
up as his head cleared a little. 


“No, Hattori-san does not drive to work. She takes the bus ...” 
Research Associate Ichinose answered. 


“Well, arguing here is not going to solve anything. I will go ask 
Mukai-san.” Saying so, Kita slowly walked up the stairs and left. 


“Who is Mukai-san?” Saikawa asked Research Associate Ichinose. 
“Ah, he is a guard. He’s on duty at the gate ...” Ichinose answered. 
“What time is it?” Professor Kikuma stood up. 

“Tt’s 10:00 p.m.” Machiko Funami answered in a husky voice. 


The five people left in the laboratory, Professor Kikuma, Research 
Associate Ichinose, Associate Professor Saikawa, Machiko Funami, and 
Moe Nishinosono, stood for a while in a daze but eventually began to 
climb the stairs. Unusually, Saikawa was walking in the lead. Saikawa 
wanted to smoke as soon as possible. 


After going up the stairs, Saikawa put his hand on the knob of the 
door to the preparation room and tried to open it on a mere whim. 
However, the door would not open. 


“This room is locked, right?” Saikawa looked back and said to the 
people coming up the stairs. 


“Tt can’t be,” Ichinose answered from the very back. “We usually don’t 
lock that room.” 


“That’s odd.” Professor Kikuma said. 


However, Saikawa could not think straight at that time, and no one 
mentioned the door of the preparation room any further. They left the 
laboratory and walked a short distance down the corridor to the 
lounge. 


Kikuma and Saikawa lit cigarettes as if they had agreed to do so. 
Absorbing the nicotine cleared his head and Saikawa felt revived. The 
orange door of the graduate student office was left open, and he could 
see a student wandering around the room alone. Eventually, the 
student came out into the corridor. He was a male student with rather 
long hair, small like a boy. 


“Niwa-senpai always has her car key hanging from his waist ...” The 
student said. He had a very feminine tone. He was wearing faded, thin 
jeans with large holes in both legs at the knees. His T-shirt was too 
loose, and one of his slender shoulders was sticking out. He was very 
drunk but continued his description. “As for the thermal suits ... both 
Niwa-san’s and Hattori-san’s are in their lockers. So they must have 
both changed and left here.” 


“Wakabayashi-kun, where are the others?” Research Associate 
Ichinose asked the student. 


“They went to look for the two over there ...” Wakabayashi replied. 


A little later, Associate Professor Kita came running back from the 
entrance. 


“T have talked with Mukai-san ...” Kita’s breathing was slightly raspy. 
“He told me that the only car that left here was Yokogishi-san’s. 
Hachikawa-san was also in that car. He said no one else left the 
property ...” 


“They must have walked out, not used a car,” Professor Kikuma said. 


“No, except Yokogishi-san and Hachikawa-san, no other cars or people 
left the property. Mukai-san said so.” Kita explained, a little peeved. 
“From the guardhouse, they can see the bus stop. He said no one took 
the bus after 6 p.m.” 


“He must have missed it, I guess ... I don’t think he’s been seriously 
monitoring it all the time.” Professor Kikuma expressed his opinion. 


Ms. Suzumura and Arai returned from the entrance. 


“We couldn’t make it,” Arai said in the Osaka dialect. “We cannot 
move Suzumura-san’s car unless Niwa-san’s car is moved.” 


“I’m in trouble. I asked him ...” Suzumura looked down and said. “I 
confirmed this matter with Niwa-san. I said to him I would leave after 
9 p.m. Niwa-san said he would be in this facility all day, but he would 
move his car whenever I told him.” 


Parking is in short supply at all universities. The parking lot at PERC has 
only ten or so spaces. It must be full in the morning. By the time Saikawa 
and Moe arrived, many cars had already left, though. 


Shimoyanagi and another student with a thick beard and stocky build 
returned together. 


“They are nowhere to be found,” Shimoyanagi reported. “We have 
looked everywhere outdoors, though.” 


There was another figure walking down the corridor toward them. As 
they got closer, Saikawa saw that it was a much older woman. 


“Is something wrong?” The woman asked in a calm voice, looking at 
all of them. “I mean, you seem to be in some trouble ...” 


“Nakamori-san, have you seen Niwa-kun and Hattori-san?” Kita asked. 
“We all are looking for them.” 


“No.” The woman called Nakamori shook her head. She would have 
been a beauty when she was younger. Her hair was streaked with 
gray, but it also made her look reasonably intelligent. She was tall and 
slender. 


“T was in the main office the whole time ...” After a pause, Nakamori 
said. “Yokogishi-san and Hachikawa-san left just a little ago. No one 
else has left here ... Suzumura-san walked out once and came back 
soon, though. Other than that, some of you just came in and out of the 
building ... If someone comes in or out of the entrance, I can see it 
from my desk.” 


“Are they not trying to hide and surprise us all?” Saikawa said 
cheerfully on purpose. Everyone looked gloomy. They were in the 
mood to blame the two students who had left without telling them. 


“Niwa-san is not a person to make such jokes without a beer.” One of 
the male students said. 


“For a joke, it takes too long.” Machiko Funami also said. “And it is 
strange that Tamako is nowhere too.” 


“Anyway, we should look for them again.” The clerk Nakamori offered 
her calm opinion. “Or shall I call their house?” 


The students scattered toward the restrooms and the meeting room. 
No one headed toward the laboratory. Only the four instructors, 
Funami, and Moe remained there. Research Associate Ichinose went to 
check her room once but returned soon. Professor Kikuma and 
Associate Professor Kita also went to check their rooms. The students 
seemed to have checked all the rooms in the building. All of them had 
gone out through the front door. 


The situation like this is making it difficult for us to leave, Saikawa 
thought. 


When Nakamori returned from the main office a short time later, she 
reported that she could not get through to Niwa’s home or to Hattori’s 
parents’ house. 


“Tt’s kind of ... eerie.” Machiko Funami said. She and Moe still had the 
jackets on their shoulders. This place was not air-conditioned well, but 
they were not hot. The graduate student office was in full view, and 
no one was inside the room. 


“They must have sneaked out together.” Saikawa gave his opinion. 
“They were careful not to be spotted by the guard.” 


“Ah, I’m sorry, Saikawa-sensei ... You may leave now.” Professor 
Kikuma said as if he had noticed. “Well, there must be some 
misunderstanding. It is already this late. We’ve kept you company for 
a long time. We, those at this facility, will resume drinking later.” 


“Well, don’t worry about me.” Saikawa smiled. “I am the kind of guy 
who leaves quickly when I feel like leaving,” Saikawa said, but it was 
not true. 


The students returned one by one. Everyone shook their heads, 
indicating that there were no results. 


Moe walked aimlessly toward the laboratory, seemingly at a loose 
end, but after a while, she returned and asked. 


“Excuse me ... Do you have the key to the preparation room over 
there?” 
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At first, no one answered. 


“Who has the key to the preparation room?” Moe repeated the same 
question. 


“It should be in the main office ... and Professor Kikuma’s office,” 


Nakamori answered in a gentle voice. 


“But even if we were to examine that room, there is no way they 
would be there.” The professor immediately said. “No one can enter 
that room from the outside.” 


Come to think of it, that room had the emergency exit to go outside, 
Saikawa remembered. 


“There is an emergency exit ... in that room.” Saikawa mentioned it. 
“TIsn’t it conceivable that they entered through the emergency exit in 
the courtyard and hid in that room?” 


“How come? Why do they need to hide?” Machiko Funami 
immediately asked in a husky voice. Her voice was strangely high- 
pitched. “Both of them?” 


“All doors leading to the outside cannot be opened from the outside 
after 5:00 p.m.,” Kita explained to Saikawa in a whisper. “So it is 
impossible for the two to enter that room.” 


“T see. If so ... What about the room at the back of the preparation 
room?” Saikawa asked. “There is another room in the back, right?” 


“That room is used for bringing in goods. There is no door, only a 
shutter. It is motorized, so it cannot be opened from outdoors.” Kita 
answered carefully. “In the first place, why do they have to go into 
that room?” 


“Really ...” Saikawa gave up. “Then, it is no use for us to search that 
room ...” 


“But that room was locked. That means someone locked the door from 
inside the room, right?” Moe insisted. “Besides, that’s the only room 
we haven’t checked out already ... Am I wrong?” 


“That room was locked?” Kita repeated. 
“Right, Saikawa-sensei noticed it earlier ...” Moe looked at Saikawa. 
“Yeah, it was surely locked.” Saikawa nodded. 


“That’s odd.” Kita appreciated Moe’s opinion that way. “It is strange 
that the door to that room is locked even though no one could have 
entered there. What does that mean?” 


It is maybe because we are all drunk that we are having such a leisurely 
conversation, Saikawa thought. 


“Okay, okay. We’ll check out that room anyway.” Professor Kikuma 


seemed to have made up his mind. “I know it’s probably useless, 
though ...” 


The professor entered his room and immediately came out with a 
bunch of keys. They walked in a group toward the laboratory. 
Professor Kikuma led the way through the red steel door and re- 
entered the low-temperature laboratory where they had just been. The 
lights were still on inside the laboratory, and the tables for the 
drinking party could be seen beneath them. Much further back, there 
was the video camera mounted on the tripod. Its small red light was 
on and was visible from a distance. It seemed to be still recording. Of 
course, no one was in the measurement room on the left. 


“Who in the world closed this door?” The professor whispered and 
inserted the key into the door of the preparation room, making a loud 
metallic clattering sound. Half of them were in the walkway with the 
railing, while the other half could not enter the laboratory and were 
still outside the double door. 


Professor Kikuma opened the door and looked inside the preparation 
room. 


A loud metallic sound echoed through the laboratory. 


It was the sound of Professor Kikuma dropping the bunch of keys. He 
did not pick it up. 


They heard someone emitting a “hic” sound. It was a rapid, short 
intake of air, made by Nakamori right behind the professor. 


Behind the professor and Nakamori were Kita and Saikawa. 


Saikawa was surprised to see the wide-eyed expressions of the 
professor and Nakamori up close as they turned around. Kita also 
backed away for a moment. 


Saikawa and Kita looked inside the preparation room almost 
simultaneously. 


Then they held their breath. 
“No way.” 


Kita was the one who said that, but Saikawa was about to say the 
same word. 


To resume breathing, I must say something, Saikawa felt. 


But he could not come up with the right words to say. 


Professor Kikuma backed toward the stairs. 
Nakamori put her hand over her mouth and crouched down in place. 


Saikawa and Kita, the two associate professors, looked at each other. 
Saikawa quickly decided they were the right people to respond to this 
situation, made up his mind, and signaled it to Kita with his eyes. Kita 
nodded lightly. 


The two went inside the preparation room. 


“Hey, what’s going on?” Moe Nishinosono’s high-pitched voice 
sounded from the back of the group like a sound wave arriving from 
far away. 
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A young woman covered in blood was lying face down a little further 
inside through the door of the preparation room. 


Bright red blood was spread on the floor. 


Although Saikawa could not see her face clearly, he judged her to be a 
young woman based on her attire of a T-shirt and jeans, her petite 
build, and her thin, beautiful arms. 


Her back was so stained with blood that the original color of her T- 
shirt was barely discernible. Her shirt had been pulled up, exposing 
the white skin at the waist of her back. A narrow waist. Unusually 
white. 


An odd object was protruding from her back near her neck. 
It looked unnaturally shaped, like some kind of magic trick. 
Kita gently reached for it, but Saikawa stopped him. 

The two looked at each other. 

“She’s Tamako Hattori,” Kita said in a whisper voice. 


Kita pointed to Tamako’s thin arm and looked as if he wanted 
Saikawa’s opinion. After Saikawa nodded, Kita lifted Tamako’s right 
wrist and held it lightly. He remained motionless for a moment. He’s 
trying to check her pulse. 


“She’s already cold.” Kita shook his head only once and returned 
Tamako’s arm to its original position. 


Saikawa could not believe she was alive with this amount of blood 
loss. No, that was not the reason for his judgment. From the moment 


he entered the door, Saikawa could not believe this person was alive. 
Perhaps it was an instinctive feeling as the same life form. 


Saikawa looked back toward the door and saw Professor Kikuma and 
Research Associate Ichinose looking at him with dismayed 
expressions. Saikawa and Kita stood on either side of Tamako Hattori’s 
corpse. 


“Kikuma-sensei, please call the police.” 


Saikawa heard himself speak and found it strange that it was in a calm 
tone. Professor Kikuma nodded deeply. 


Saikawa could hear others whispering secretly outside the preparation 
room. A few moments later, several stiff faces peeked into the room 
one after another, their expressions changing. However, not a single 
person screamed or was distraught. Machiko Funami and Moe 
Nishinosono were also calm. I’m a bit relieved because at least they all 
have logical minds, Saikawa thought. 


“This situation doesn’t look like an accident or suicide.” Kita 
murmured to Saikawa. Kita’s face had already returned to its normal 
expression. Saikawa’s feelings had already calmed down, too. 


Saikawa noticed the smell of blood. 


It became hard to keep looking at the corpse, so Saikawa looked 
around. 


He had seen this room a few hours earlier. Tamako Hattori’s body was 
about three meters from the door through which Saikawa and others 
had entered. Her head was in the opposite direction from the door. 


Near the woman, lying on the floor, was a panel with many switches, 
dials, and meters to control the valves. Two chairs were neatly lined 
up. On the other side of the corpse was a rack with two old-fashioned 
computers that had not been turned on. Beyond them were three stout 
tables on which were placed haphazardly measuring devices 
composed of various mechanical and electronic components. Nothing 
had changed since Saikawa had seen it a few hours earlier, and he 
could find nothing particularly unnatural. 


The green light for the emergency exit was glowing above the door on 
the right at the back of the room. The emergency exit door was closed. 
Saikawa approached the door and observed it but found nothing 
unusual. In the center of the doorknob was a small lever, which was 
horizontal now. It was the door locked. Saikawa put his hands in his 
pockets. It suddenly occurred to him that they should touch nothing as 


much as possible. Kita also walked over to where Saikawa was. 


“She came inside through this door ... and locked it, right?” Saikawa 
murmured to Kita. 


“But this door cannot be opened from the outside.” Kita also had his 
hands in his pockets. 


“Err, that’s right at present, though ...” Saikawa said. “It was probably 
unlocked at the time.” 


“That’s not the point. Regardless of the status of this key, no one can 
open this door from the outside. That is how it works. Unless you turn 
the inside knob, this door will never be opened.” Kita explained. 


“She entered this room once during the experiment, wasn’t she?” 
Saikawa looked at Tamako Hattori, who was lying on the floor. “At 
that time, she might have opened this lock and left the door slightly 
ajar. For example, she might have put a stone or something there to 
keep the door from closing ...” 


“No, she could not.” Kita shook his head. 
“What do you mean?” 


“As is the case with all entrances and exits to this building, no one can 
do such an act after 5:00 p.m. If the door remains open for more than 
ten seconds, the buzzer will sound, triggering the alarms in the 
guardhouse and main office as well.” 


“Oh ...” Saikawa input that information honestly. “That’s a meticulous 
security system, right?” 


Kita nodded. 


“Then, we should check that room.” Saikawa then indicated the door 
on the other side with his eyes. 
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Saikawa and Kita walked carefully, avoiding the large shelves 
containing equipment and tools, and approached another door almost 
opposite the emergency exit. It was the door leading to the “LOADING 
ROOM.” 


“Should not touch it?” Saikawa pointed to the door lever and asked 
Kita’s opinion. 


“Wait a minute.” Kita took a handkerchief from his pants pocket, 
carefully pinched the large lever at the tip, and moved it. It looked 


like an airtight door. With a slight push, it opened. Instead of moving 
the lever, Kita placed his hand holding the handkerchief against the 
door itself and pushed it open. 


The adjacent room was dark. This loading room also had no windows. 
When the two entered through the door, they saw a railing right in 
front of them. There were stairs on the left. Saikawa followed Kita into 
the loading room. They tried not to touch the railing. Probably 
because their eyes had not yet adjusted to the darkness, they could 
hardly see the state of the room. With a handkerchief in his hand, Kita 
aimed and pressed a switch on the wall next to the door. The lights 
came on. 


Kita and Saikawa stepped back for a moment. 


Their bodies collided slightly with each other. Saikawa felt as if he 
had stepped back about a meter, but in reality it might have been only 
a slight movement. 


Their gazes focused on a point at the bottom of the stairs. 


Stairs with a railing extended downward. The lighting allowed them a 
view of the floor of this room, which was about three meters below 
them. 


At the bottom of the stairs, a man was lying like a doll. 


The figure was wearing short pants to the knees and a black T-shirt. 
From Saikawa’s location, he could not see the man’s face. 


Something was sticking out of his back. 


It was almost the same situation as the dead body of Tamako Hattori. 
His hair and shirt were stained with sticky reddish-black blood. 


Saikawa and Kita could not move on from that spot for a while. 
It took them about a minute to catch their breath. 


They had a view of the entire room. The only other entrance was a 
large shutter. 


Of course, no one was in the room but the two of them. 


Kita touched Saikawa’s shoulder and motioned for him to go ahead. 
Kita seemed to want to say, “You’re next.” 


Saikawa gave a small click of his tongue and nodded. 


Taking care not to touch the railing, he walked down the stairs. 


The fallen man’s left hand was close to Saikawa. He crouched down 
and lifted the man’s wrist. 


It was heavy and cold, like lead. 
There was no need to check his pulse. It was not a living human skin. 


It was something ... like the texture of leather that could be made into 
shoes. 


As he held it for a longer time, it seemed to Saikawa that it was 
getting heavier and heavier. He suddenly felt sick. 


The smell of blood was on his nose again. 

Kita also came down the stairs. 

The dead man was prone, but his face was turned slightly to the side. 
Saikawa lowered his head and looked into the man’s face. 


“Is he Niwa-kun?” It was a face Saikawa had seen once, but he looked 
up at Kita and asked just in case. 


Kita walked around, looked into the corpse’s face, and said a single 
word, “Yes.” 


There was a clattering sound of something moving, which slightly 
jolted Saikawa and Kita. 


Saikawa turned around and looked up to see Moe standing at the top 
of the stairs. She was staring at Niwa’s corpse from above. Her eyes 
were wide open. She was now not wearing the jacket she had been 
wearing just a few minutes before. Her slender white shoulders and 
neck were exposed through a bright orange tank top. Moe quickly 
took her eyes off the corpse. She did not come down the stairs. 


“They were both killed, right?” Moe’s voice was strained. It sounded 
like she was trembling, but her voice was always like that. Neither 
Saikawa nor Kita downstairs answered this question. The answer was 
obvious from this situation. 


“Ts it a knife? A kitchen knife?” Moe questioned again. “Is that the 
same one as hers over there?” 


“A knife and a kitchen knife are the same, right?” Kita said nonsense. 
“The number of letters is different.” Saikawa said seriously. 


“That looks ... like a climbing knife.” Moe looked around, not gazing 
at the corpse. 


“The two of them came in through that shutter there, right?” Saikawa 
crossed his arms. 


“That’s unlikely, though,” Kita said. “But ... at least the guy who killed 
them escaped through the shutter. Am I wrong? Because the 
emergency exit over there was locked from the inside. No one can go 
out after it’s locked.” 


“The guy who killed them?” Saikawa found himself repeating. 


“Right ... If there had not been another person besides these two, 
wouldn’t we be in this situation?” Kita said the obvious. 


Saikawa and Kita walked toward the shutter. 


It was a large, motorized shutter. The ceiling in this room was six or 
seven meters high, but the shutter was slightly lower, about five 
meters high. It was wide and tall enough to accommodate a truck 
loaded with goods. They could see a yellow mobile crane on the 
ceiling. 


There were three control buttons on the wall to the left of the shutter. 
They were ascending and descending buttons marked with a triangle. 
The central stop button was red. It is better not to touch them, Saikawa 
decided. 


“You think the guy came in from here ...” Kita said. “But no one can 
push the switch from the outside ... Besides, this room is right in front 
of the guardhouse. How did the two get inside?” 


“Tf the culprit got out of there, the guard should have seen it.” Moe 
also said from above them. 


Saikawa walked with his arms folded, looking downward. There was 
nothing of particular interest to him. 


“Anyway, we should get out of here.” Saikawa said to Kita and Moe. 


Saikawa and Kita left Niwa’s corpse as it was, went up the stairs they 
had come down, and left the loading room with Moe. 


The preparation room was empty except for the corpse of Tamako 
Hattori. Only Professor Kikuma was standing there, with only half of 
his body inside the room through the door. 


“The police will be here soon,” Professor Kikuma said. 


Saikawa, Kita, and Moe left the preparation room. Except for Professor 
Kikuma, everyone else was already gone. They must have returned to 
the corridor. No one was in the laboratory. 


Kita reported to Professor Kikuma about Niwa’s body in the loading 
room. 


After a long silence, Professor Kikuma said as if to spit out, “What on 
earth is this all about?” 


The four retreated to the lounge in the corridor. 


Several people gathered around the area. The orange door of the 
graduate student office remained open, and Saikawa could see the 
students inside talking secretly and with serious expressions. They all 
seemed to have sobered up completely. 


Saikawa and Kita lit cigarettes almost simultaneously. 


We have returned to the smoking area and are having a smoke even after 
seeing the dead bodies. Saikawa became aware of their strange 
behavior. Both of them kept exhaling smoke several times. It was as if 
their smoking contained fresh oxygen, lacking until then. 


Research Associate Ichinose came out of her room. 


“T have contacted the dean and the office manager as well,” Ichinose 
said briefly and sat down on the sofa. It looked as if she had lost her 
strength. 


“Niwa-kun was also killed,” Professor Kikuma murmured. The 
announcement was transmitted to everyone there, slowly, like a 
ripple, at a speed of about one meter per second. Even the students 
inside the graduate student office seemed to hear it. Saikawa looked 
over there and saw Machiko Funami sitting at the far end of the 
graduate student office with her hands over her face. Nakamori, 
Suzumura, and Research Associate Ichinose were seated side by side 
on the sofa in the lounge. Ichinose and the two other women were not 
distraught with stout expressions. But their tightly knit mouths 
seemed unnaturally drawn. Saikawa looked up and saw that the clock 
in the lounge showed 10:40 p.m. 


No one opened their mouths until the sound of multiple sirens could 
be heard in the distance. When the sirens approached, there was a 
slight air of relief among them. 
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The first police personnel who came were about ten, but within half 
an hour or so, that had increased to a much larger number. They are 
definitely more than fifty people, Saikawa thought. 


Saikawa later learned that there were close to twenty police cars and 


that the non-emergency vehicles were not parked in the PERC parking 
lot but in a much more remote area down the hill outside the main 
gate. Many of these cars, which were lined up on the sidewalk, were 
one-box wagons. 


Inside the PERC building, many men were busily walking around, 
whispering and discussing something. They were dressed in navy blue 
work clothes, plain clothes, and uniforms, all similar in number. The 
police initially heard brief stories from all involved in the lounge. 
After an hour or so, they were called to the meeting room, four to five 
at a time, to explain the circumstances of the incident. Saikawa was 
also asked about the situation for a long time. It could be explained in 
ten minutes, but the questions were repeated and duplicated, and it 
took so long that he got fed up. While Saikawa was explaining the 
situation to the police, Kita and Research Associate Ichinose were 
being questioned by the police at a distance in the same room. 


They made laboratory off-limits, but flashes of light could be seen 
leaking and glowing. Saikawa had no idea what was going on in the 
preparation room or the loading room where the bodies had been 
found. Have the bodies already been removed? Saikawa wondered. 


After the instructors and employees had been questioned, the police 
called the students. By the time Moe returned to where Saikawa was, 
it was almost 3:00 a.m. Of course, they were not allowed to leave yet. 


Invited by Moe, Saikawa walked with her to the entrance. Saikawa 
guessed that Moe wanted to get some outdoor air. As they walked 
down the corridor, Saikawa recalled the incident one year before. 


When they stepped outdoors, Saikawa felt the lukewarm air outside 
for the first time in a long time. Several figures with lights were 
moving in the courtyard, and many police officers were standing near 
the guardhouse. 


Saikawa and Moe moved a short distance away from the entrance so 
as not to disturb the police officers who were in and out of the 
building. Saikawa lit a cigarette there. 


As he exhaled smoke, Saikawa could recognize himself telling himself 
not to think about anything. The night sky was gloomy, but he could 
see a few stars here and there. Saikawa worried that he was about to 
run out of cigarettes. 


It’s been a long time since I’ve seen the stars. Maybe since that incident a 
year ago ... I’m so busy every day that I don’t have time to do such an act. 
Maybe people don’t look at the stars unless there is a special occasion like 


this. So, this is a special occasion. 

This is the third time. 

Each time an incident happens on a summer night ... 
And again with Moe Nishinosono. 


Is either one of us ame-otoko (a male rain bringer) or ame-onna (female 
rain bringer) ...? Ah, if I remember right, that was the expression she used 


Breaking free from irrational thoughts, Saikawa looked up at the sky. 
Saikawa, who had loved astronomical observation as a boy, could no 
longer name more than half of the constellations. By this time of day, 
many of the summer constellations had already disappeared. 


“Will we end up staying out until morning?” Saikawa murmured, 
exhaling smoke upward. 


“This is my fault ...” Moe said in a small, barely audible voice. 
“Eh? About what?” 


“Always ... It happens on such a hot night.” Moe looked at Saikawa 
and smiled. 


The incident a year ago was also like this. 
The plane crash four years ago was also like this on a midsummer night. 


It was a major accident at the Nagono Airport near Nagono City, 
where a passenger plane crashed and caught fire just before landing. 
Of the more than 400 passengers on board, only a few survived. Moe’s 
parents, Dr. Nishinosono and his wife, who were on board the crashed 
plane, were not among the fortunate exceptions. Saikawa and Moe 
had come to that airport to meet the doctor and his wife. It occurred 
right in front of Moe ... It was a demonic flame that horrifies me even 
now ... Saikawa could still vividly recall that infernal light. Moe, a 
high school student at that time, cried aloud, and then her memory 
was sealed. 


That memory of hers came back to her on the night of the murder, that 
summer, one year ago. 


The memory of that hellish night returned ... 


Phew, Saikawa sighed along with the smoke. When Saikawa looked at 
Moe, she turned her face in the darker direction. 


“Are you okay, Nishinosono-kun?” 
Moe smiled at Saikawa, but it was a fake smile. 


“Tm okay, very fine.” She said cheerfully. “Sensei, you are usually 
unreliable, but in a situation like this, you really behave reliably, 
aren’t you?” 


“T must be insensitive, I guess.” Saikawa exhaled bitter smoke. 
“Besides, I don’t care much ... you know, about living things.” 
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Associate Professor Kita wandered out the entrance door. 


Moe pretended to look at the starry sky in the opposite direction to 
keep Kita from seeing her face. 


“Hey, Sohei,” Kita walked up to Saikawa and spoke to him, lowering 
his voice. “I just heard something about that shutter. You see, that 
electric shutter in the loading room.” 


Kita pointed in that direction. Moe looked in that direction, too. 
Several men in work clothes were bent over near the shutter, working 
on something. 


“Was there something wrong with that shutter?” Saikawa urged the 
conversation onward. 


“The guard Mukai-san told me that shutter had been broken and 
stopped working since this morning ... or more precisely, since 
yesterday morning ... The repairman came in the afternoon and said 
the motor was burnt out. It seems like he removed it and took it away. 
He mentioned that he would replace the parts.” 


“So, are you saying the motor is not attached to that shutter now?” 
Saikawa confirmed. 


“That’s what I mean. You know, that shutter does not have a manual 
handle.” Kita nodded. 


“Err, what does that mean ...?” Saikawa had a shortened cigarette in 
his mouth. “Which means ...” 


“So, the problem is from where the killer got out?” Kita said instead. 
“There is no other way in or out. Moreover, there are no windows in 
either room.” 


“The door between the laboratory and the preparation room was 
locked, right? I mean the door you two got through first.” Moe 


questioned. “Who was the person who locked that door?” 


“That must have been locked from inside the room.” Kita thought for 
a moment before answering. “To lock it from the outside, you need a 
key. Besides, no one had ever been near that door, right? We were all 
in the laboratory the whole time.” 


“Tf that shutter really doesn’t work, that would mean that the only two 
possible ways in and out are that door and the emergency exit,” 
Saikawa said as he thought about it. “Both doors were locked from the 
inside. So what does that mean ...2 Umm. The door on the laboratory 
side can be locked from the outside ..., but what about the emergency 
exit?” 


“That place cannot be locked from the outside. That emergency exit 
has no lock, to begin with.” Kita answered. “Even when not locked 
from the inside, it cannot be opened from the outside. Besides, it 
automatically locks at 5 p.m., and you can’t leave the door open. Nor 
can you leave after locking it.” 


“T guess someone entered that room before 5:00 p.m. and stayed 
inside the entire time.” Moe suddenly came up with an opinion. “The 
murderer was hiding in that room the whole time.” 


“No way ...” Saikawa smiled and denied it. “You know, we toured that 
room. Besides, why would the murderer need to do such a dangerous 
act? That situation is unnatural.” 


“But it’s the only possibility, isn’t it?” Moe put her hand on her head 
and said. “Neither Sensei nor I went down the stairs of the loading 
room at that time, right? For example, the guy could have been hiding 
right under the railing.” 


“Who’s the guy?” Saikawa asked. 


“Nishinosono-san, even if your assumption were true, it still wouldn’t 
explain how the guy could escape, would it?” Kita said. “If the shutter 
motor wasn’t there, no one could have left that place. Unless the 
culprit is still inside the room now, but that’s not likely.” 


“Youre right about that, though ...” Moe had no choice but to admit 
that. 


Still, to Moe’s surprise, the discussion provoked her. She suddenly 
wanted to think about the mystery of the case. 


ye 


Two familiar students appeared from the entrance and bowed lightly 


when they saw Saikawa, Kita, and Moe. One was a small young man 
wearing jeans with torn knees. The other was a slightly larger, well- 
built young man with an increasingly thick beard. 


“You two were the last persons to enter the laboratory at that time, 
weren’t you?” Saikawa questioned those two. 


“Yes, that’s why we were being questioned a lot until a few minutes 
ago. Detectives were asking us questions in that room over there.” A 
short, white, slender male student answered, indicating the meeting 
room. In the dark, he might look like a girl, Saikawa thought. 


“They are Wakabayashi-kun and Kitaoji-kun.” Kita introduced them to 
Saikawa. The smaller, feminine student was Wakabayashi, and the 
heavyset, dark-bearded student was Kitaoji. 


“The three of you, you two and Shimoyanagi-kun ..., were in the 
laboratory wearing those thermal suits at the end of the experiment, 
right?” Saikawa confirmed it again. The two of them nodded. Saikawa 
asked a further question. “Did you guys not enter the preparation 
room at that time?” 


“No, I didn’t go into that room,” Wakabayashi replied in a worried 
tone. 


“Me neither.” In a thick voice, Kitaoji spoke up for the first time. He 
was built like he was playing some martial arts sport. He was wearing 
a top-and-bottom jersey. 


“Neither did Shimoyanagi-san. The three of us had been working on 
covering the pool the whole time. None of us went up to the 
preparation room.” Wakabayashi added. 


“You guys didn’t open the door to the preparation room? I mean, did 
you guys not try to open it?” Saikawa asked with careful phrasing. 


“T did not touch that door,” Wakabayashi replied. Kitaoji nodded. “I 
testified it to the detectives ...” Wakabayashi continued. A thin silver 
object like a necklace glinted on his neck. “The police seem to think 
that one of us locked that door.” 


“That’s what they usually think.” Kita lit another cigarette. 


“Can’t we go home today?” Wakabayashi said anxiously. “I have a 
plan to play in a band, but they won’t allow it, will they? It’s no 
wonder ... Two persons are dead.” 


Wakabayashi was mumbling to himself. At first, Saikawa mistakenly 
thought Wakabayashi was talking about his part-time job but quickly 


recalled that he was probably talking about his band activities. 
Probably punk rock. A quiet, gentle man like him often changes his 
personality on stage. 


The other student, called Kitaoji, was a sullen, unfriendly man. 
Wakabayashi and Kitaoji smoked one cigarette each and turned back 
into the building. 


“Assuming that one of those three guys locked the door to the 
preparation room ...” Moe said indifferently as if she were reciting. 
“We could not explain how the dead two had entered that room ... 
and how the murderer got out of that room.” 


“Isn’t there a manhole or some such loophole somewhere?” Saikawa 
asked. 


“There can’t be such a thing, can there?” Kita quickly denied it. 
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Saikawa, Kita, and Moe were also about to return to the building 
when a plainclothes detective with his jacket off came out of the 
entrance. The three of them already knew the detective’s face. He was 
a dark-skinned man of about forty years old with a thick beard. He 
might not have been that much older than Saikawa and Kita, but those 
working at the university generally looked younger. On the other 
hand, those in the police force might have appeared older than their 
actual age. This detective had a dignity that Saikawa and Kita were 
not far behind. Saikawa forgot his name, but he was certain that 
everyone in the police was working around this detective. 


“Umm, Nishinosono-san,” The detective approached Moe and said. 
“You may leave now. I'll have my men take you home...” 


“But I drove my car here ...” Saying so, Moe asked, as if suddenly 
realizing it. “Umm, could it be that Iam the only one who can go 
home now?” 


“Yes, the Police Chief called me ...” The detective explained. 


“Eh?” Moe put her hand over her mouth. Then she said a little angrily. 
“No, thank you. I still want to stay here.” 


The detective looked troubled. He tried to say something but seemed 
to give up. 


“When can we go home?” Kita asked from the side. 


“Well, it’s going to take a little longer.” The detective glared sideways 


at Kita. Then he looked at Moe again and smiled. “Then, any time you 
want, just tell me when you're ready to leave. All the cars in the 
parking lot can’t be moved for a while. We are looking into them now 


”? 


Saying so, the detective walked to the back, appearing busy and 
glancing at his watch. 


“What was that? What trick was that?” Kita finally asked Saikawa. 
“You don’t mean to say it’s because she’s the daughter of President 
Nishinosono, do you?” 


“My uncle is the prefectural police chief. He is my father’s younger 
brother.” Moe explained apologetically. 


“Ah ..., Isee ...” Kita nodded. “Blood is thicker than water ... as they 


say.” 

“Her aunt is the governor’s wife. The prestigious Nishinosono family 
has a diverse range of people, including Diet members and leaders in 
the business community.” Saikawa added. 


Moe’s expression showed that she did not want them to discuss it. 


It had been a tropical night every day recently. There was no wind, 
and it was not cool outdoors. 


Saikawa and the other two decided to go back inside the building. 


Three detectives were in the main office, two of whom were on call. 
The entrance door opened and closed repeatedly, allowing the 
lukewarm air outside to enter the corridor. Still, the further back they 
went, the more they could sense that some cool artificial air remained. 
The meeting room, where the police investigators gathered, was 
brightly lit, and low chatter could be heard. Lots of men were 
everywhere, working on some obscure task. Many of them wore caps 
the same color as their trousers. The plainclothes detectives, after 
whispering to each other, ran off somewhere. 


In the lounge, Nakamori and Suzumura were sitting with tired 
expressions. The students were in the graduate student office with the 
door open, and three plainclothes detectives beside them were 
standing and talking. Maybe because the instructors had retreated to 
their own offices, they were not in sight. However, there might have 
been detectives in the instructors’ offices as well. 


One of the plainclothes detectives standing in the corridor approached 
and whispered something to Associate Professor Kita. Kita pointed to 
his office and disappeared with him into that messy room. 


No detectives approached Saikawa, perhaps because he was not a 
person related to PERC. 


I wonder when I can go home ... I might as well sleep on this sofa, Saikawa 
thought. 


Moe sat down near Nakamori and Suzumura and talked to the older 
girls. It was 3:30 in the morning. 


Chapter 5: Drowsiness and White Bones 
As 


The detective with a beard once again suggested Moe return home. 
But she brushed it off, saying she would not leave alone. Afterward, 
the detective frequently watched Moe from a distance, but she 
intentionally avoided making eye contact with him. The detective 
finally came to inform Associate Professor Saikawa that he could 
return home a little after 6 in the morning. It’s possible that Moe’s 
insistence on not going home alone may have had some effect. The 
bearded detective released Saikawa in order to send Moe home. There 
were some things that I didn’t quite like about it, but in the end, it has 
turned out to be for the best, Moe thought. 


Saikawa continued to talk with Kita for a while but decided to leave 
first. PERC instructors, including Kita, were still not allowed to go 
home. On the contrary, the office clerk Yokogishi and Technical 
Officer Hachikawa were summoned early in the morning and arrived 
at this facility. Also, there were several individuals who appeared to 
be affiliated with the university. When Moe and Saikawa left the front 
entrance, more than ten people gathered in the main office. 


However, compared to before, there seemed to be slightly fewer police 
officers. When Moe shared her impression, Saikawa offered his 
opinion that it was probably because the investigation had expanded 
to external parties. 


Moe was a little sleepy, but she was still more than a little excited. As 
far as she knew, last night’s murders were simply inexplicable. She 
was very curious about what the police were investigating and what 
they had found. 


Using a car was also allowed by that time, so Moe declined the offer 
from the bearded detective to be driven in a patrol car. Moe’s uncle, 
who was the chief of the prefectural police, must have expressed his 
concerns excessively and emphasized them over the phone to his 
subordinates about his niece. While Moe respected her uncle as a 
person of integrity, she didn’t appreciate how he treated her like a 
child. 


Moe and Saikawa walked to the parking lot and got into her sports 
car. 


The intense sunshine, which seemed to be getting hotter today, hit 
them from the east. She put the sunglasses that had been left on the 


dashboard into the pocket behind the seat. Moe started the car’s 
engine and lowered both side windows to change the air. 


Moe loved driving the car. She had confidence in her driving skills. 
She enjoyed manual gears that could be double-clutched, and above 
all, she loved the sound and vibrations of the engine. Her car had no 
radio or stereo. While driving, she couldn’t stand not hearing the 
engine’s sound. She had never analyzed it herself, but she simply 
loved all engine and motor sounds. 


“Aren’t you sleepy?” Saikawa sank deep into the passenger seat, 
clasping his hands above his head, and asked her. 


“Yes, just a little,” Moe replied. 
Moe started the car quietly. The pleasant breeze tousled her hair. 


“After that experiment, I planned to ask Sensei a few questions,” Moe 
said, glancing briefly at Saikawa. 


“Questions about what?” 


“What were they doing? What were those machines for? Why were 
they conducting such experiments? What purpose will the results 
serve ...?” Moe spoke rapidly. “But ..., everything got blown away by 
that murder case.” 


“Blown away?” Saikawa laughed. “That’s an unusual choice of words 
for you ... Not very refined. Blown away ... Umm, I admit it did get 
blown away.” 


“Sensei, do you have an idea?” 

“About what?” 

“T mean, about that locked room ...” 

“Locked room? What do you mean by locked room?” 


“That place was a locked room ..., right?” Moe stopped her car at a 
traffic light. “You know, that shutter was broken, wasn’t it? The 
emergency exit was locked from the inside, and the only doorway was 
in full view of where everyone was. No one could enter or exit that 
room. How did the victim and the murderer both get into that room?” 


“Well ... I don’t have definite boundary conditions,” Saikawa said 
drowsily. “We should leave the investigation to the police ...” 


“To that bearded detective?” Moe asked back as she started the car. 
“He was a nasty character, wasn’t he?” 


“The police are reluctant to enter university campuses. Especially, 
they tend to avoid entering national universities.” 


Since it was early Saturday morning, the roads were empty. The sports 
car, driven by Moe, echoed its pleasant engine sound through the 
quiet town. 


“Ah, Sensei, should you go back to the university?” Moe asked. 
“No, I’m going home. It’s closer ...” Saikawa replied. 


Moe knew the location of Saikawa’s rented apartment. However, she 
had never been inside it. 


“They wouldn’t be able to use that laboratory for a while,” Saikawa 
said, looking out the window. “Unfortunately, their research will be 
delayed. For doctoral students, it’s a matter of life and death.” 


“T have been wanting to ask you this question for a long time ...” Moe 
came up with a question. “Despite all the advancements in 
technology, is there still a need for experimentation?” 


Saikawa chuckled. “Advancements in technology?” Who said so?” 
“Err, no one in particular said so ... but ... doesn’t everyone say so?” 


“Right, I know there are people who think so.” Saikawa nodded to 
himself. “They’re happy.” 


“But researchers all over the world have been studying for hundreds 
of years, haven’t they?” 


“Galileo did that ... about 400 years ago, if I remember right.” 
Saikawa looked at Moe. “He calculated the motion of planets and 
satellites and observed them through a telescope he had made. 
However, he didn’t know how much his own desk was warped. The 
internal stress distribution he left in writing was significantly mistaken 
from the fundamental understanding. When subjected to external 
forces, any material deforms and transmits force. This fact had not yet 
been recognized at that time. Galileo’s mistake was corrected more 
than 200 years later. It’s only very recently that we’ve been able to 
calculate deformations accurately. Well, even now, we can’t say it’s 
truly accurate. We still don’t understand infinitely many things, even 
in everyday phenomena.” 


“Sensei, don’t you conduct any experiments?” Come to think of it, as 
far as Moe knew, the people in Saikawa’s office always just did 
computer calculations. 


“You know, I specialize in history ... Experiments in that field are 
already finished.” 


Moe thought about what Saikawa had said but couldn’t fully grasp it. 
They arrived at Saikawa’s rented apartment soon after. 
“Thank you.” Saikawa got out of the car and closed the door. 


“Oh, Sensei ... I want to see your room,” Moe said from the driver’s 
seat. “Can I?” 


“You can’t. You should go home and get some rest today,” Saikawa 

replied immediately. “I’ll take a short nap and, you know, probably 

return to my office around noon. I have a pile of work that I need to 
take care of.” 


Moe was a bit disappointed. “Is there anything I can help with?” 
Saikawa had never asked her for work assistance, and the chance of 
that happening was close to zero. 


“None,” Saikawa responded immediately. He stepped back slightly in 
the direction of the apartment entrance. 


“Sensei, I err ...” Moe stretched her body toward the passenger seat 
and looked at Saikawa’s face. 


“What?” Saikawa was expressionless but a little grumpy. 
“Umm, it’s okay. Nothing ...” 
“You started saying, so finish it.” 


“T have a favor to ask ...” Moe closed an eye in a seductive manner. 
“Not allowed?” 


“First, state the request.” Saikawa said. “Then, I’ll decide whether to 
say yes or no.” 


“It’s a lifelong request,” Moe raised one hand vertically in front of her 
nose. 


“You shouldn’t easily gamble with your life, Nishinosono-kun. I’m just 
listening ... So?” 


“T have a dynamics report that needs to be submitted by Monday.” 


“Ah ...” Saikawa looked upwards and sighed. Still, he didn’t change 
his expression. “Why do you have a report to submit during summer 
vacation?” 


“You know ... Professor Mikami demanded ...” Moe studied Saikawa’s 
complexion. 


Professor Mikami was the strictest instructor in the architecture 
department. Every year, nearly half of the students couldn’t earn 
credits for his dynamics class. “Demon Mikami” was a nickname often 
whispered among the students. Professor Mikami was stubborn, but he 
was the type of researcher Moe liked, and in fact, he was one of the 
few professors worthy of respect. However, for some reason, Moe 
couldn’t develop a liking for dynamics. It wasn’t a matter of not 
understanding it. Rather, it just wasn’t interesting to her. As Saikawa 
had mentioned, the report to be submitted during this period was 
something she would submit for the third time. She wrote it as she 
liked and submitted it without consulting anyone, but Professor 
Mikami seemed displeased with it. She disliked discussing it with her 
friends, and researching books was also a hassle. Moe had intended to 
confer with Saikawa about it after observing the experiment 
yesterday. 


It was almost time for the Bon holidays to begin. However, it seemed 
that within the university, including Saikawa, there was no tradition 
of taking such a holiday. Neither Associate Professor Saikawa nor 
Professor Mikami took a break during the Bon holidays. 


“T guess I don’t have a choice ... So, come to my office a little after 7 
tonight. Before that, make sure to do what you can on your own. 
Alright?” Saikawa ordered in the plain form. With that, he walked 
toward the entrance of the apartment. 
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Saikawa heard joyful words of thanks from Moe coming from behind 
him, followed by the sound of her car engine speeding away. A little 
later, when Saikawa looked back, Moe’s sports car was already going 
up the hill in the distant residential area. 


“You are indulgent, Saikawa.” 


He climbed the stairs to his room on the third floor of the apartment 
building. 


Saikawa entered his room and quickly took a shower. Then, he walked 
to the refrigerator before putting on clothes and pulled out a can of 
cola. The liquid went down his throat for the first time in several 
hours. He then turned on his computer and accessed the university’s 
computer. His computer’s modem was connected to the workstation in 
his office through the computer center via a telephone line. Three new 


e-mails had arrived, but they were not urgent or important. 


Saikawa suddenly had an idea and clicked the mouse button a few 
times. He accessed the university’s database. After a while, he selected 
the number of the “search” option and entered “Prof. Kikuma” using 
the keyboard. 


There seemed to be no other professors with the same name at N 
University. Professor Kikuma’s profile immediately appeared on the 
screen. 


Kyosuke Kikuma, male, born in 1940, from Okayama Prefecture, 
graduated from T University in 1963 and completed his graduate 
studies at the same university in 1965. 


His primary areas of expertise started with civil engineering, structural 
dynamics, and polar and marine structures. He had a two-year study 
abroad experience in the United Kingdom starting in 1972. His profile 
included a list of his publications, major papers, and awards related to 
academic and association affiliations. 


Saikawa stared at those words for a while. One-third of Professor 
Kikuma’s recent papers were ones Saikawa had seen before. 


Saikawa closed the screen and then typed “Res. Assoc. Ichinose.” Once 
again, he achieved his goal on the first try. It must be a rare name, 
Saikawa thought. 


Rika Ichinose, female, born in 1967, from Okayama Prefecture, 
completed her master’s program at N University in 1990 and earned 
her doctorate from the same university in 1992. Her expertise was in 
the numerical analysis of floating structures. She had a ten-month 
study abroad experience in Germany in 1991. 


After that, there was a list of her research papers. Most of Ichinose’s 
papers were in collaboration with Professor Kikuma. She had also 
received various research paper awards. 


Saikawa looked at Rika Ichinose’s birthday and did a bit of 
calculation. She entered graduate school during her third year as an 
undergraduate and completed her doctoral program in two years 
(with ten months spent overseas). In other words, she entered 
graduate school without graduating from the university. This was a 
recently established acceleration program, a special arrangement 
reserved for exceptionally talented students. 


Is she still only twenty-eight years old ...? 


Saikawa brought the can of cola to his mouth. Then, he typed on the 


keyboard repeatedly. He was trying to find that office clerk named 
Nakamori. There were as many as six people named Nakamori within 
the university. Among them, there were two women. One was from 
the Faculty of Literature, and the other from the Faculty of 
Engineering. So, it quickly became clear which one he was looking 
for. 


Keiko Nakamori, female, office clerk in charge of academic affairs, 
born in 1950, from Gifu Prefecture. 


That was all of her data. For office clerks, there was no information 
regarding their alma mater or professional achievements. 


Saikawa tapped the keyboard several times, and new information 
appeared on the screen. 


Harue Suzumura, female, office clerk in charge of the library, born in 
1965, from Nagano Prefecture. 


Again, the data was limited to just that. 


Thirty years old? Saikawa was surprised. Is she younger than me ...? She 
didn’t look that way. 


Judging from Suzumura’s plain clothes and unfriendly expression, 
Saikawa had a feeling that she was close to forty. She didn’t seem 
anywhere near thirty. 


Well, the next person is... 
Saikawa retrieved the next set of information. 


Zentaro Hachikawa, male, technical officer, born in 1960, from 
Kagawa Prefecture. 


That was the only data available about Technical Officer Hachikawa. 
Saikawa looked at the following data. 


Takuya Yokogishi, male, office clerk, born in 1940, from Aichi 
Prefecture. 


Leaving the database, Saikawa wrote an e-mail to Research Associate 
Kunieda in his office. He briefly explained the incident and mentioned 
that he wouldn’t be coming to work in the morning. Although the 
university was closed on Saturdays, Saikawa and Research Associate 
Kunieda usually had the habit of coming to work. 


Saikawa finally became composed and sat in the chair. He lit a 
cigarette. His mind was sharp, but his body appeared exhausted. He 
exhaled the smoke, letting it drift into the distance. 


Something is nagging at me. Saikawa somehow thought so. 
It’s intangible. 


Just like partially melted frozen yogurt, it’s elusive. I cannot recall when or 
where I felt it, but I’m sure I surely experienced a sense of unease ... 


“Well ...” Saikawa muttered to himself. “I wonder what it was ...” 
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It was at 7 a.m. on Saturday. 


While Saikawa took a shower and drank a cold cola, Kita still hadn’t 
left PERC. 


He was wandering around the laboratory, following a younger 
detective than himself. Research Associate Ichinose was also with 
them. The two researchers patiently answered the detective’s 
numerous detailed questions. About ninety percent of the questions seem 
completely unrelated to the incident, and about sixty percent of their 
responses would be beyond the detective’s understanding, Kita thought. 


“What is this for?” The detective asked the question dozens of times. 


“It’s an electromagnetic emergency shut-off valve,” Ichinose answered 
seriously. “We use it for leak testing in vacuum chambers.” 


The detective was writing something in his pocket notebook, but he 
should have found even more things incomprehensible to him than 
before he asked the questions. 


“What’s this?” 
“It’s a goniometer.” 
The detective was jotting down the words as he heard. 


Such a meaningless exchange had been going on for over an hour. Kita 
grew frustrated and moved a little away from them. 


Another detective with glasses, who had been in the laboratory, 
approached Kita. He was older than the detective questioning 
Research Associate Ichinose but was probably around the same age as 
Kita. 


“How do you drain this pool?” The detective asked. A cover had been 
on the laboratory pool earlier, but a part of it had been removed now. 


“We use the pump to draw up the water,” Kita replied. “It’s right over 
there.” He pointed toward the back of the laboratory. A cluster of 


systems, including pipes and motor units, was located in the corner. 


“You said earlier that the air conditioner is on the rooftop, right?” The 
detective confirmed while adjusting his black-framed glasses. 


“That’s right,” Kita remembered being asked that question. He had 
been asked so many times that he couldn’t recall who he had told 
what anymore. 


Well, that cooling system is certainly a kind of air conditioner, Kita 
thought. 


“Where can we go up to the rooftop from?” The detective questioned. 


“Umm ...” Kita thought for a moment. “Ichinose-san, do we have a 
way to go up to the rooftop?” 


“Behind the main office, there is a built-in ladder,” Ichinose replied as 
she turned around. “It’s in the direction of the backyard near the rear 
entrance. You should be able to climb up to the rooftop from there 
and walk all the way up here.” 


“Do you often go up to the rooftop?” The detective asked Ichinose, 
looking at her. 


“No, never.” Ichinose shook her head. Kita didn’t even know about the 
existence of such a ladder. 


What can the rooftop have to do with the case? 
Kita wondered but did not let it show on his face. 


The detective called a uniformed officer, who was a short distance 
away, and indicated something in his ear. The uniformed officer left 
the laboratory. The younger detective, who had just been asking 
questions, was bent over alone in a corner of the laboratory. Kita had 
no idea what he was doing. 


“Ts there a basement in this laboratory?” The detective with black- 
rimmed glasses asked the next question. “I think there might be 
something like a machine room somewhere.” 


At some point, the role of asking questions had shifted to the detective 
with glasses. He was a bit more precise in his questions than the 
younger detective. 


“No, there is no basement,” Kita replied. “They’re all on the rooftop.” 


“Umm ... There is a room beyond the measurement room, though ...” 
Research Associate Ichinose answered, looking somewhat hesitant. 


“Eh?” Kita couldn’t help but ask back. He didn’t know such a room. 
“Ts there a room like that?” 


“Where is it? Can you show it to us?” The detective asked. Then he 
called over an elder man in work clothes who had been taking 
pictures nearby. The younger detective also came to them. 


Following Research Associate Ichinose, Kita, the two detectives, and 
the cameraman in work clothes, ascended the stairs in a single line. 
They walked on the walkway along the handrail and opened the door 
to the measurement room. 


Kita had little prior experience entering this room. The front was 
dominated by a large glass window designed for viewing inside the 
laboratory. Two desks were placed near the window, with two 
computers and about five pieces of measurement equipment on them. 
There was also measurement equipment stacked under the desk. Only 
two chairs were at this desk. To the left of the desk, which was the 
back wall of the room, there was a steel glass shelf filled with 
manuals. The room was small, and with five people inside, it was 
becoming cramped. At first glance, apart from the door they entered 
through, there were no other entrances or exits. 


“It’s behind this steel shelf,” Research Associate Ichinose said as she 
touched the shelf. “I’m sure there’s a small door behind it. I believe it 
leads to the machinery room next door, but it’s not in use now. So, 
well ... if I remember right, you could also access it from the rooftop.” 


The two detectives tried pulling and pushing the steel shelf, but it 
didn’t budge. 


“You guys have finished this room, right?” The older detective asked 
the man with the camera. The man in the work clothes nodded. It 
likely meant that the investigation in this room had concluded. 


Kita and Ichinose were asked to get out of the measurement room 
temporarily. The two detectives and the cameraman began to remove 
books from inside the steel shelf and stacked them on the floor a short 
distance away. Kita and Ichinose watched the work inside the 
measurement room through the glass from outside. The steel shelf was 
completely emptied in no time, and it became easy for the two men to 
move it. However, due to the small room size, the shelf was only 
shifted slightly forward. 


On the dusty wall, there indeed was a slightly smaller wooden door. 
The door had a hole in the position where the knob should be. The 
knob had been removed. 


As Kita and Ichinose entered the room again, the younger detective 
remarked. “There’s no handle on it.” 


The man in work clothes took many photos with a flash and was now 
swiftly changing the film. 


“T think they removed it to move the shelf closer to the wall,” Ichinose 
replied. “I believe it’s from over three years ago ...” 


“Was it right after this laboratory had been established?” The 
detective with glasses confirmed. “Since then, it’s been in this 
condition?” 


Ichinose nodded. 


The detectives took gloves out of their pockets and put them on. They 
attempted to open the door, but it proved quite challenging since 
there was no knob. Even with their combined efforts, they couldn’t get 
it open. The cameraman, who had been observing for a while, left the 
measurement room and returned with an about sixty-centimeter-long 
iron rod. He seemed to have found it in the laboratory. He handed the 
tool to the younger detective. The rod was pushed into the gap 
between the wall and the door, and it began creaking. 


The door was opened, creating a cloud of dust. 


It was pitch black inside. A pungent, moldy odor filled the air. It was 
an organic, intense odor. Kita felt as if the air had become putrid. 


The younger detective stuck his face into the room, appearing to 
search for a light switch on the inner wall, but he couldn’t find one. 
To begin with, the measurement room itself wasn’t very well-lit. 
Currently, only the light leaking from the just opened small door was 
insufficient to illuminate this unknown room. 


At that moment, a loud sound resembling the striking of a gong came 
from above, making Research Associate Ichinose next to Kita flinch. 
They heard the sound very close to them. The detectives and Kita 
entered the dark room and looked upward. The same sound occurred 
again. It seemed like someone was above them. 


“He’s on the rooftop,” The detective with black-framed glasses said. “I 
sent him up there earlier.” 


As his eyes adjusted, Kita realized that this room was slightly larger 
than the measurement room and had some depth to it. Countless thick 
pipes ran here and there. Visibility was extremely poor. Kita coughed 
from the strong odor. 


“There should be electric lights,” The younger detective took a 
penlight from his pocket and searched the ceiling with it. However, he 
couldn’t find any lighting fixtures. The penlight’s beam then moved to 
explore the walls. Research Associate Ichinose and the cameraman 
also entered the room. Ichinose was overwhelmed by the odor in the 
room and held a handkerchief to her nose. Everyone unconsciously 
followed the path illuminated by the moving penlight. Eventually, the 
light discovered thin U-shaped pipes protruding from the wall. There 
were a few more of them slightly higher up. Following these, the light 
moved further upward. They were pipe-made steps attached to the 
wall. 


The detectives and Kita walked deeper into the room, approaching the 
steps. When the detective pointed the penlight upwards, they noticed 
a recessed square area on the ceiling. At the highest point inside that 
hole, it appeared to be not concrete but a steel plate coated with 
paint. A square hatch and a lever could be seen. 


“It seems we can get to the rooftop from there,” The detective’s 
expression was too dark to discern. “Could you hold the penlight for a 
moment? I’ll go up,” The younger detective said. 


The penlight was handed over to the other detective. The younger 
detective, wearing gloves, grasped a wall pipe and effortlessly hoisted 
himself up with his body. He ascended within the beam of the 
penlight shining from below. 


It took him quite some time to open the ceiling hatch. It appeared to 
be rusted. Finally, the lever budged, and there was a sound as the lock 
disengaged. The detective pushed the iron hatch open with all his 
might. 


Intense light poured in from the ceiling, causing Kita to squint. The 
detective had his upper body protruding from the opening onto the 
rooftop. Voices could be heard. He exchanged a word or two with the 
officers on the rooftop. 


Suddenly, a short scream could be heard. 
For a moment, Kita didn’t understand what had happened. 
It was Research Associate Ichinose who had screamed. 


When Kita looked towards Ichinose, she had her hand holding a 
handkerchief pressed against her face. Ichinose had turned pale. 
Thanks to the light from the ceiling, her face was now clearly visible. 


What Ichinose was gazing at was obstructed by pipes from Kita’s 


vantage point, so he couldn’t see it clearly. 


The detective with glasses hurried over there immediately. The 
younger detective also hurriedly descended the steps. 


Kita, the detectives, and the cameraman quickly spotted it. 


The detectives remained silent, and the older cameraman showed no 
signs of disturbance whatsoever. Instantly, the camera shutter clicked 
three times. The flash illuminated the eerie subject three times. 


The afterimage seared into Kita’s eyes. 


It was a section in a corner of the dark room where several thick pipes 
ran vertically. The object was in the gap there. 


There was no color around it. 


It was covered in layers of white, whether a spider’s web or dust. In 
any case, it enveloped everything. 


At first, what he recognized were sports shoes. 


The two athletic shoes were arranged at an unnatural angle. From 
those shoes, black objects that couldn’t be identified as either fabric or 
debris extended into the depths. It took Kita several seconds to grasp 
what it was. His mind worked in overdrive to analyze the data sent by 
his vision. 


Could that be human hands? 
Kita saw the long and thin object. 
Deeper, there was a lump of dust. 


The detective in black-rimmed glasses knelt there, holding his light 
closer and trying to brush away the lump of dust with his glove. It 
tumbled down with a dull thud, the impact kicking up dust. 


What fell at Kita and the detective’s feet was a human skull. 
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Around that time, Moe Nishinosono slid her red sports car into the 
underground parking lot of her condominium. Her parking spot was 
the closest one to the elevator. 


Afterward, Moe took the elevator up to the 21st floor. The entire 21st 
and 22nd floors constituted Moe’s residence. The 22nd floor was the 
penthouse of this high-rise condominium. It was a relatively new 
building, not even two years old since its completion, but all the units 


up to the 20th floor had already been sold. The most expensive unit 
had a price tag of 300 million yen, yet it was still less than half the 
size of Moe’s living space. In fact, Moe herself was the owner of this 
condominium. 


Moe took out a card from her bag, opened the electronically locked 
front door with it, and entered. A long-haired dog energetically 
greeted her. 


“Oh, Thoma, thank you.” Moe gladly scooped up the dog that came 
bounding toward her. 


It wasn’t a small dog. It weighed a hefty fifteen kilogram and was a bit 
chubby. It was a Shetland Sheepdog with three colors: black, white, 
and brown. Thoma was licking Moe’s face. 


Later, a slight elderly man with white hair came rushing out. 


“Young lady,” the old man said. “In an unbelievable incident ... You 
have had a tough time. You must be exhausted.” 


Moe gently lowered the heavy Thoma to the floor and began to 
remove her shoes. 


“T’m okay,” she replied, still looking down. “You called my uncle, 
Suwano?” 


“Yes. I received a call from you, young lady, and immediately called 
him,” Suwano replied with a refined tone. 


Moe raised her head and slightly glared at the elderly man. “I didn’t 
ask you to do that.” 


“Well ... Did that cause any inconvenience for you?” 


“Tll take a shower and then go to bed,” she said matter-of-factly, 
passed by Suwano, and briskly made her way deeper inside, swinging 
her handbag. Thoma happily walked alongside her. 


“Umm, young lady, what about dinner?” Suwano’s voice called after 
her. At that moment, Moe and Thoma were ascending the avant- 
garde-designed spiral staircase in the spacious lobby. Thomas, being 
quicker, had already reached the top and barked once. Dogs cannot 
stop on the stairs. Suwano caught up and looked up at Moe. 


“T don’t need a meal,” Moe replied with a sigh halfway up the spiral 
staircase. “You know, I’ll be sleeping until early afternoon ...” 


She disappeared upstairs. 


Suwano stood there with a concerned expression for a while. As he 
reluctantly tried to make his way further inside, Moe retraced her 
steps on the staircase. Once again, there was a bark from Thoma 
upstairs. 


“After all, would you like to eat?” Suwano asked with a hopeful tone. 


“No, Suwano, you should get some sleep as well. You haven’t been 
sleeping, have you?” And, she whispered softly, seeming a bit 
hesitant, “I’m sorry for worrying you ...” 


Moe went back up again. Suwano let out a sigh of relief, smiled 
happily, and entered the room in the back. 
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It was 10 a.m. While Saikawa and Moe were sleeping soundly in their 
air-conditioned beds at their respective homes, Associate Professor 
Kita had not yet left the murder scene. 


In the PERC meeting room, Kita had his arms crossed and his eyes 
closed. He had a slight headache. 


The three instructors (Professor Kikuma, Research Associate Ichinose, 
Associate Professor Kita), the office clerk Yokogishi and Technical 
Officer Hachikawa, who had been summoned in the early morning, 
were being asked various questions by the four detectives. 


It seemed like many police officers had newly arrived here to 
investigate the skeletal corpse found in the back of the measurement 
room. There was a lot of noise from the footsteps of people coming 
and going in the corridor. 


“Then you say the corpse is the student who has been missing, right?” 
The detective wearing black-rimmed glasses, who had discovered the 
decomposed corpse earlier, asked. 


“No, I hope not ...” Professor Kikuma answered. The professor had 
also been forced to confront the third corpse a little earlier. 


“Kita-sensei, Ichinose-sensei, what do you two think about that?” The 
detective asked, looking at them. 


“T’m not sure. But ... I think there’s a high possibility that body is 
Masuda-kun,” Kita replied while opening his eyes. 


Ichinose nodded, too. She seemed quite shocked. Immediately after 
seeing the bodies of Kenjiro Niwa and Tamako Hattori, Ichinose acted 
strong. Still, discovering the third corpse seemed to push her beyond 


the limits of her rationality. 


“When exactly did he disappear? He’s Masuda, umm ... Give me his 
first name again?” The detective asked. 


“Jun Masuda-kun. He disappeared during the winter two years ago. I 
believe it was December of 1993,” the clerk Yokogishi answered. 


“He was an M2 student at the time, working on his master’s thesis,” 
Professor Kikuma added in a slow tone. The professor also seemed 
quite tired. 


“M2 refers to the second year of the master’s program in graduate 
school, right?” The detective confirmed. “You mean ... In other words, 
is he in the same grade as the student named Niwa who was killed 
yesterday?” 


“Right. They were in the same grade,” Kikuma answered. “Masuda- 
kun was about to graduate with a master’s degree and start working. 
Of course, he already had a job lined up. Niwa-kun, on the other 
hand, graduated from the master’s program and went on to pursue a 
doctoral degree.” 


Technical Officer Hachikawa, sitting near Kita, had not uttered a word 
since a while ago. 


A police officer entered the room. He whispered something to one of 
the detectives, delivering a report. 


“Has a missing person report been filed with the police?” The 
detective with glasses continued to inquire. 


“Well ... His parents probably did it. The university doesn’t handle 
that part,” Kikuma explained. 


“As for the university’s actions ...,” the clerk Yokogishi added. “I 
believe he’s being treated as leave of absence. In a master’s program, 
he’s allowed up to two years of leave. Still, you know ..., he’s been on 
leave for one year and eight months ...” 


“Was the steel shelf in the measurement room already in that 
condition when he disappeared? I mean, did it hide the door back 
then?” The detective confirmed. 


Professor Kikuma seemed to lack confidence in his memory and 
glanced at Research Associate Ichinose. 


“T believe it was.” Ichinose was in a state where she could barely 
speak. “I’m sure. That shelf has been there for much longer ...” 


“Yes, that’s right. I was the one who removed that doorknob,” the 
clerk Yokogishi remarked as he recalled. “It was shortly after PERC 
was founded, and I had just been assigned here. The doorknob I 
removed should be somewhere in the main office, I believe.” 


“Which means, he killed himself, right?” Kita pointed out from the 
side. “You know, that place was a completely locked room.” 


“We are currently investigating it,” the bearded detective from over 
there immediately replied. He was the same dark-skinned detective 
who had bowed to Moe at the entrance this morning. Among those 
present here, he seemed to hold the highest position. 


“Why did you people make that door unusable?” The detective with 
black-framed glasses asked, looking at Research Associate Ichinose. 


Ichinose shook her head and didn’t respond. 


As far as Kita knew, Ichinose was a woman who never wore makeup 
at all. Glasses didn’t suit her either. Nevertheless, upon closer 
inspection, she was an attractive woman. However, now her hair, 
which she had put up, hung down over her face, her eyes were 
bloodshot, and she looked desperate. 


“Do you mean you don’t know the reason?” The detective pressed. 


“Yes ...” Ichinose hastily explained, “From the beginning ... That door 
was not in use. If needed to enter that room, it would be for plumbing 
maintenance or repairs. In that case, they would enter and exit from 
the rooftop. You know, most of the facility-related items are located 
on the rooftop. Also, we wanted to place the shelf in the measurement 
room ...” 


“You mean ... Originally, the rooftop hatch was open, right?” The 
detective asked. 


“It should have been,” Ichinose nodded. 


“Tf the dead body is a student named Masuda ... If he closed that 
hatch, which means no one had noticed that the hatch had not been 
opened for nearly two years.” The detective mumbled to himself. 
“TIsn’t there some periodic inspection? I mean, air conditioning or 
something like that.” 


“Detective, we don’t know well. Things like that ...,” Professor Kikuma 
emphasized, raising his voice slightly. 


“No, we’ve never had any trouble before,” the clerk Yokogishi replied 
instead. “We haven’t conducted any facility inspections.” 


“Understood.” The detective seemed convinced. 
Professor Kikuma let out a deep sigh. 


“Okay ... That’s enough. You must be tired by now. You may leave 
today. I apologize to the professors for spending so much time with 
us.” The dignified, mustached detective said in an oddly gentle tone. 
“Thank you for your cooperation. We will investigate this facility for 
the next two or three days. Well then, we will be in touch again ...” 


Chapter 6: Hypothesis and Contradiction 
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The lengthy conversation of the three was finally coming to an end. 
Saikawa, Moe, and Kita had been at Denny’s for nearly three hours 
already. The murder had occurred two weeks before. However, their 
memories from that night and the following morning were still vivid. 


“T have a hazy memory of the drinking party,” Saikawa smiled wryly. 
His memory of that time had about an hour-long gap. 


“No worries. I remember what happened at the drinking party just 
fine. Besides, Nishinosono-san, you weren’t that drunk that night, 
right?” When Kita asked, Moe nodded. 


The nostalgic singing voice of Phil Collins was playing. However, for 
the generation of Saikawa, the central member of the rock band 
Genesis was Peter Gabriel. They could freely refill coffee at Denny’s, 
and both Saikawa and Kita were on their third cup. 


“So, Sensei, while you were sleeping, I’m sure no one approached that 
door ... That is absolutely certain,” Moe said as she looked up as if 
trying to recall and tightly closed her tiny mouth. 


“However, everyone went to the restroom, didn’t they? They went up 
and down those stairs a few times. So, someone could have secretly 
locked the preparation room along the way,” Saikawa gave his 
opinion. 


“Could anyone have done such a dangerous act in front of that many 
people?” Kita said. 


“Tf the one is the culprit, the guy’s dangerous, at least ...” Saikawa 
pointed out. 


“Right, it must have been a pretty dangerous act. This killer is not 
stupid.” Kita said in a funny tone. 


“T doubt it ...” Saikawa turned his gaze toward the window. “I think 
the guy must have been stupid enough to do something like that.” 


“What about the sound?” Moe muttered to herself. “No one noticed 
any sound ...” 


“That room has thick insulated walls. Unless it were a fairly loud 
noise, we wouldn’t have heard it. We could experiment with that next 
time,” Kita said. “We were all drinking then, after all. Those times 


tend to get surprisingly noisy. Still, it happened in the room next door. 
So if, for example, the victim had been screaming, we should have 
heard it. That’s probably why the police are treating it as a crime by 
an acquaintance.” 


“Acquaintance?” Saikawa’s thoughts had yet to start working well. 
The three of them fell silent. 


Outside the window, the number of cars had decreased, and it had 
become completely dark. 


The next quiet song was playing. In the restaurant, young, student-like 
people were writing reports here and there. They seemed to intend to 
linger in the air-conditioned space, ordering only coffee. It was a 
scene Saikawa often saw at a family restaurant near the university 
campus. The staff would probably be used to it as well. 


Moe was combing her short hair with her pinky finger. Her blue oval- 
shaped earrings were swaying. 


“Keiko Nakamori-san and Harue Suzumura-san had both been working 
at their respective workplaces since the early evening,” Moe said. 
“Nakamori-san was in the main office with Yokogishi-san, and 
Suzumura-san had been working alone at the library. Since Yokogishi- 
san had joined the drinking party at the laboratory a little before 9 
p.m., after that, only those two women had been alone, each by 
herself.” 


Saikawa lit a cigarette. Both Saikawa and Kita were shortening the 
intervals between their cigarettes. It was almost 9 p.m. 


“Niwa-kun and Hattori-san, their estimated time of death was around 
8 p.m., plus or minus one hour, right?” Saikawa confirmed. “Because 
of the unusual room temperature, the accuracy of the estimate is 
questionable, though ... You heard that from your uncle, didn’t you? 
Nishinosono-kun?” 


Moe nodded. 


“But, Sensei. Niwa-san was alive until 7:30 p.m., and Hattori-san was 
alive until 8 p.m. So it is the police’s opinion that the crime took place 
between 8 and 9 p.m.” Moe said. “The temperatures in the 
preparation room and the loading room were very different, but I was 
told that was not a problem. They have an established method of 
compensating for temperature. I was also told that they were both 
killed in that location without a doubt. In other words, they were not 
brought in or moved there after they had died.” 


“How could they know that?” Saikawa questioned. 
“Well ... I don’t know,” Moe tilted her head. 


“T believe they can tell that much. Maybe they can determine that 
from the bias of the blood in the corpse. Do you want me to ask the 
guy from the medical department?” Kita gave his opinion instead. 


“Either way, the time the crime took place was around when we 
started drinking,” Saikawa pointed out. “It was fortunate that we all 
had alibis. The police are focusing on the theory that an outside 
intruder is the culprit, right?” 


“T guess they are,” Kita nodded. “However, in any case, the fact 
remained unchanged that infiltrating that room and escaping from 
there were both impossible.” 


“Actually, I wonder what the police think about it?” After saying so, 
Saikawa asked himself the same question in his mind. 


-2- 


Two weeks had passed since the incident, but as far as Saikawa could 
see from news reports such as newspapers, detailed information had 
not been disclosed. Saikawa did not subscribe to newspapers, but this 
time he exceptionally read them in the department’s library. 


The tabloid TV programs only presented profiles of the two murdered 
victims and desperately tried to create convenient, tear-jerking images 
of the victims in order to secure ratings. Those programs only 
reported, in a plausible manner, how hard the two graduate students 
who were killed had worked to achieve their academic and research 
goals and how promising they were as upstanding researchers in the 
making. They interviewed acquaintances of the victims, and the 
reporter seemed unhappy that no one cried. 


Saikawa had no vulgar distractions like television, so he could avoid 
getting upset by such absurd and off-target productions. In general, 
many university researchers were non-viewers of television. As for 
information from those tabloid shows, Saikawa heard it from Research 
Associate Kunieda and Moe. Surprisingly for him, it was through this 
that he discovered that Momoko Kunieda watched television. 


Kenjiro Niwa, who was killed, was a second-year graduate student in a 
doctoral program. He was scheduled to submit his dissertation in one 
more year to earn his doctorate in engineering. He had a large build 
but didn’t engage in sports much. He enjoyed outdoor leisure activities 
and used to ride a large four-wheel-drive vehicle. However, he didn’t 


go out too frequently. He had some army knives, but it was unclear 
whether the one used in the crime was included in his collection. 
Niwa was proficient with computers and had created most programs 
to process experimental data in Kikuma’s Office. Additionally, he 
would typically enjoy a beer in the graduate student office in the 
evenings. He was from the Hokuriku region and was the second son of 
a fairly well-to-do local entrepreneur. He was the middle child of 
three brothers, with his older and younger siblings having graduated 
from university and working in companies in Tokyo. Niwa lived in a 
rented apartment with three rooms in Nagono City. With financial 
support from his parents and a scholarship from the academic 
promotion society, he had a monthly income of over 200,000 yen, 
allowing him to lead a very luxurious life as a student. He did not 
even work part-time. On the other hand, he was sometimes disliked by 
others because of his money-obsessed nature. He was not the scholarly 
type who genuinely liked research. Still, no one could think of a good 
enough reason for him to be killed. 


On the other hand, another victim, Tamako Hattori, was a second-year 
master’s student, and as repeatedly featured on tabloid TV programs, 
she was indeed a struggling student. She was from Gifu Prefecture and 
lived in Gifu City with her mother. A fatherless family with no 
siblings. Hattori commuted to N University every day, spending an 
hour and a half on the train. Tamako Hattori was granted a total 
exemption from tuition fees and received a scholarship from the 
Education Foundation for her outstanding academic performance in 
graduate school. The scholarship for her master’s program amounted 
to approximately 80,000 yen per month. Hattori worked part-time at a 
shopping center on Saturdays and Sundays. She was a quiet, well- 
behaved woman with a demure, traditionally Japanese appearance. 
She was petite, fair-skinned, and quite beautiful. There were no 
rumors of her having a boyfriend, and she didn’t seem close to anyone 
in particular. Machiko Funami, who was taking the same course, had 
the closest relationship with Hattori. Although they were a year apart 
in terms of academic year because Funami had failed to enter the 
university once, they were the same age. However, it seems that even 
Funami had never dined with Hattori outside the university. In other 
words, almost no one knew about Tamako Hattori’s personal life. She 
would always take the bus at 8 p.m. from the bus stop in front of the 
research center and return home. Hattori’s mother worked at a late- 
night ramen shop, so she didn’t know when her daughter Tamako 
returned home every day. Of course, all the graduate students in the 
course testified that it was inconceivable for her to be resented by 
anyone. 


The doorways to the two rooms where the incident occurred were 
examined particularly closely by the police. They confirmed that the 
shutter, which had no motor, could not be moved by hand. It could 
not be raised high enough for a single person to pass through or even 
raised slightly. No special mechanisms were found on the other two 
doors. The locking system for security was also functioning normally 
on the day of the incident, with no abnormalities. Furthermore, no 
suspicious traces, such as fingerprints from individuals not related to 
the case, were discovered inside the room. 


The autopsy revealed that either of the victims could not have been 
drugged. A blow to the heart from the back was the obvious cause of 
death, and they were diagnosed as having died of shock due to a drop 
in blood pressure caused by hemorrhage. Kenjiro Niwa’s was 
somewhat less acute, but both were presumed to have died, probably 
within a dozen or so minutes. 


It was almost certain that the victims fell on the spot immediately 
after being stabbed, and there were no signs of resistance from either 
of them. They might have been attacked suddenly from behind or 
stabbed from slightly above in front of them while bent over and 
looking down. The latter speculation also explained the strong, 
weight-bearing blow against Niwa, who was of large stature. As long 
as this possibility existed, the size of the killer could not be 
determined. However, these facts meant that the murderer was not 
suspicious to the victims. The victims were completely at ease and had 
turned their backs on the culprit. 


The estimated time of death was somewhat controversial. It was 
because the temperatures in the rooms where the two victims were 
stabbed became an issue. During the experiment, the temperature in 
the laboratory was minus 20 degrees Celsius. As a result, the 
preparation room was approximately 10 degrees Celsius, the loading 
room was around 20 degrees Celsius, and the humidity was believed 
to be close to 100 percent. It was significantly colder than outdoors. 
Regarding this matter, one week after the incident, the police were 
present, and an experiment was conducted using those actual rooms. 


On the day of the incident, the cooling of the laboratory was stopped 
at 8:00 p.m., and ventilation was provided, causing the temperature in 
the laboratory to rise quickly by nearly 40 degrees Celsius in thirty 
minutes. The temperatures in the preparation room and the loading 
room in question were also estimated to have risen by about 5 degrees 
Celsius each due to this effect, and the results of the experiment 
largely confirmed this. However, the floor surfaces of both rooms were 
still cold. Therefore, it was necessary to estimate the time of death by 


considering this room and floor temperature change. 


It was unclear which victim was killed first. It was a question that 
involved the route of entry of the victim and the murderer. Why were 
they killed in two separate rooms? Was there only one murderer? At the 
very least, one person could not kill two people simultaneously. Why did 
the other victim not run away when one victim was killed? 


The TV and newspapers did not report that the door was locked from 
the inside. Therefore, the most natural story was that the murderer 
had entered the facility under the guard’s watchful eye, invited the 
two people into the room, killed them, and fled. 


There were no suspicious items among the belongings of the victims. 
Tamako Hattori had nothing else besides her handkerchief, and Niwa 
only had his car key and wallet with him. 


The video footage that captured the events of the experiment and the 
drinking party on the day in question naturally piqued the interest of 
the police. The videotape was duplicated and thoroughly examined by 
many eyes. An 8 mm video camera in the laboratory, which was in 
operation during the drinking party, recorded when and who left their 
seats and went up the stairs. However, unfortunately, the door to the 
preparation room was just barely out of view. It was only possible to 
confirm that no one had stopped in front of the preparation room door 
after going up the stairs. During the drinking party, the only three 
people who did not leave their seats were Associate Professor 
Saikawa, Research Associate Ichinose, and Moe Nishinosono. 
Additionally, the clerk Yokogishi and Technical Officer Hachikawa 
exited the laboratory together at around 9:30 p.m., went straight to 
Yokogishi’s car, and left PERC. Yokogishi drove Hachikawa to his 
apartment about fifteen minutes away by car, and then Yokogishi 
himself returned home at around 10 p.m. Technical Officer 
Hachikawa lived alone in his apartment, but Yokogishi’s return home 
was corroborated by his family’s testimony. 


Two middle-aged security guards, Koji Mukai and Shozo Ogawa, were 
stationed at the guardhouse. Both Mukai and Ogawa had worked in 
their current positions for several years after retiring. On the day of 
the incident, they had a packed meal in the guardhouse. They did not 
leave their posts until the police arrived in their cars. Their working 
hours were from 5 p.m. to midnight, seven hours, and it was a rule 
that they would close the main gate at midnight. Once the gate was 
closed, vehicles couldn’t enter or exit, but walkers could pass through. 
However, on the day of the incident, Mukai had exchanged his 
daytime shift with a colleague named Yoshino, and Mukai had been 


on duty since 8 a.m. Such shift exchanges were generally prohibited 
but often done secretly among them. It allowed them to have a full 
day off the next day if they pushed themselves a little on one day. 


The guardhouse had windows on two sides: one facing the main gate 
and the other facing the laboratory shutter. It was inconceivable that 
they would not have noticed anyone who had passed in front of them. 
They claimed that no one had entered or exited except for Yokogishi 
and Hachikawa. However, their testimony was not given much 
importance. The claim that nobody passed through the gate was 
deemed unbelievable. It was considered possible that someone could 
have slipped through the darkness unnoticed by the two elderly 
guards (one of whom was tired from working long hours since 
morning). While the lighting around the guardhouse at the main gate 
was sufficiently bright, it was not impossible to intentionally hide and 
pass through. 


The information that wasn’t reported among these details had been 
obtained by Moe through her uncle, the chief of the prefectural police 
headquarters. It didn’t provide any significant leads, and there was 
nothing of substantial value to conceal. He likely did it to keep his 
beloved niece in good spirits. 


Moe informed Saikawa and Kita via e-mail of the information she had 
acquired every day, seemingly completely engrossed in solving the 
mystery of this incident. Saikawa and Kita responded casually to her 
e-mails regarding the incident, but no meaningful facts emerged to 
resolve their initial questions. 


Saikawa had no idea how the police evaluated the uniqueness (or 
isolation) of that murder scene. If they saw it as it was, anyone would be 
perplexed. Or could there be evidence or traces unknown to Saikawa, 
or perhaps a special entry route? No, the notion of a secret entry route 
was unimaginable. Saikawa couldn’t believe it. 


Also, Moe informed Saikawa in an e-mail the night before that the 
police had removed all the machines and equipment that were in the 
preparation room at the crime scene by truck and were planning to 
examine them. 


They must be considering the possibility of a mechanical system, Kita 
expressed his opinion. If that was the case, it would mean that the 
police hadn’t been able to solve the mystery about the means of entry 
and exit. This fact was enough to excite Moe. She was a member of 
the Mystery Novel Research Club. 


The frequency of the phrase “locked room trick” in Moe’s e-mails 


increased noticeably. The exact definition of terms like “trick” 
remained somewhat elusive to Saikawa. 


Ja: 


Saikawa, Kita, and Moe decided to leave Denny’s. Kita and Moe had 
not yet discussed their thoughts regarding the locked room. After 
some time reviewing the incident, they had finally reached the point 
where they would discuss the main topic. However, they opted to 
change locations for a change. 


Saikawa expressed his dissatisfaction, noting that Kita and Moe were 
keeping their thoughts hidden. 


Moe, indeed, was intentionally concealing her thoughts. 


She had been contemplating the idea for several days and finally came 
up with it. She had checked it herself multiple times before talking to 
Saikawa and was confident about it. Moe was really looking forward 
to sharing the idea with Saikawa from now on. 


Saikawa had come to Denny’s on foot. He had left his car parked near 
his architecture department’s office. Kita came here in a black sedan 
from PERC. Moe’s sports car was a two-seater, so only two people 
could ride in it. 


There was some minor opinion adjustment among them, but in the 
end, they agreed to go to Moe’s condominium. It was going to be 
Kita’s first time driving to that location. 


Saikawa seemed to be undecided about which car to ride in, but when 
Moe opened the door, he got into the passenger seat of her red sports 
car. “I’ll have Kita drive me back home later,” Saikawa said. 


It was still a little past 9 p.m. 


About twenty minutes after leaving Denny’s, Moe and Saikawa’s sports 
car and Kita’s sedan arrived at the underground parking of the high- 
rise condominium. The three of them took the elevator up to the 21st 
floor. 


Saikawa had been to this condominium twice before. For Kita, this 
was, of course, his first experience. As they entered Moe’s spacious 
residence, they removed their shoes and immediately ascended a 
spiral staircase. The three-colored dog named Thoma came running 
and sniffed Saikawa and Kita’s scent, but upon Moe’s command, the 
dog reluctantly lowered his ears and retreated further inside. 


The room on the 22nd floor, reached by climbing the stairs, was a 


spacious, nearly square Western-style room with approximately thirty- 
two tatami mats (about fifty-three square meters) of floor space. The 
entire floor was covered with a deep checkered pattern carpet. It was 
what Moe had personally chosen. Two of the room’s walls were filled 
with windows, and they could overlook the night view far below from 
those huge windows. She liked the view from high places. It is not as 
scary as being in deep places. For some reason, I feel reassured in high 
places. In other words, nothing could fall from above. 


Kita was looking around the room restlessly. 


“Unbelievable ... Is this person really a student of our university?” Kita 
muttered to himself. Then, he looked toward Saikawa and whispered. 
“Hey, you have kept this fact from me for so long, Sohei.” 


“Well, you never asked, you know,” Saikawa replied with a slight 
smile. 


Moe entered the adjacent room without a door and returned with a 
tray, placing glasses and ice on it. “Kita-sensei, would you like some 
brandy?” 


“T’m fine with anything. Really, anything is fine,” Kita replied happily. 


Moe went over to the small counter in the corner of the room and 
prepared their drinks. In the end, Moe made a brandy-and-water for 
Kita, while she and Saikawa opted for cola. 


Three people returned to discussing the incident from two weeks 
before. 


In particular, the circumstances surrounding the discovery of the third 
body after Saikawa and Moe had left PERC that morning were 
explained by Kita. Kita’s first brandy-and-water was quickly 
consumed. 


“T was surprised by that third corpse,” Kita said once there was a brief 
pause in his explanation. 


“We’re lucky we didn’t have to see it.” Saikawa was sipping on a cola 
through a straw. Moe had hardly touched her drink yet. 


The decomposed body found in the back room of the measurement 
room was determined to be Jun Masuda based on his personal 
belongings, skeleton, and dentition. It was estimated that at least a 
year had passed since his death. The cause of his death was not clear, 
but the police considered that it was a suicide by sleeping pills. Moe 
had heard that the investigation was being conducted by the same 
group within the prefectural police headquarters, although they 


thought it was unlikely to be related to the double murder this time. 


A flashlight believed to have been used by Jun Masuda was found at 
the scene, but items such as a bottle of sleeping pills were not 
discovered. The room was originally designed as a machinery room 
and duct space, and it did not have lighting from the beginning. The 
room where Jun Masuda had died was a completely locked room. 
After taking sleeping pills, Masuda entered the room alone from the 
rooftop, locked the hatch from the inside, and died in the dark room. 
That was the most convincing story. 


“That was a perfectly locked room,” Kita said while shaking his glass. 


“Well, but, if you wanted to, you could have moved that bookshelf, 
right?” Saikawa expressed his opinion. “In that case, you could have 
gone toward the measurement room, couldn’t you?” 


“Besides, doesn’t the fact that Niwa-san, who was killed, and he were 
in the same class bother you?” Moe said what she thought. 


“T agree. It’s been two years since he disappeared, so most of the 
current students like Tamako Hattori-san didn’t know about Jun 
Masuda-kun ...,” Kita added. “Among the current students, I guess the 
only one who knew Masuda-kun was Arai-kun ...” 


“Who was guiding Masuda-kun?” Saikawa asked. 


“TIchinose-san was,” Kita replied. “She was really worried when 
Masuda-kun disappeared. You know, it was just a few months before 
he was supposed to graduate.” 
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Moe noticed Kita’s empty glass and went to the counter to prepare a 
new drink. 


“Hey, I think it’s about time you guys share your ideas with me,” 
Saikawa finally said after a while, breaking the silence. 


Moe and Kita exchanged glances. 
“Ladies first,” Kita urged her. 
“So, I'll go first.” 


Moe sat on the sofa again, crossed her slender legs, and held her knees 
with both hands. Then, within about five seconds, she quickly 
organized her thoughts in her head. 


“My idea is a little complicated, though ...” Moe moved her gaze 


around once and began to tell her story. “At first, the culprits are ... 
Kenjiro Niwa and his Lover A.” 


“Hey, isn’t that quite a twisted ending all of a sudden?” Kita said in a 
loud voice. 


“Who is Lover A you’re talking about?” Saikawa asked, still 
expressionless and quietly. 


“No, please let me speak a little more. No question for a while,” Moe 
waved her hands in front of her. “Anyway, Kenjiro Niwa and Lover A 
planned to murder Tamako Hattori-san. My thoughts are about how to 
create the locked room, so the background or motive for the murder is 
not clear to me. This may just be one of the possibilities ... 


When that experiment started, and Niwa entered the preparation room 
wearing a thermal suit, I believe that lover A entered that room 
through the emergency exit with Niwa’s help. That emergency exit 
can be opened from inside the room, right? Lover A is an outsider, by 
the way. 


Well, after that ... Lover A remained hidden in the preparation room. 
Niwa went into the laboratory, carried out some work, and then 
returned to the graduate student office. In exchange, Tamako Hattori- 
san entered the preparation room wearing a thermal suit. At that 
moment, Lover A was concealed in the shadow of the table. Then, 
while Tamako-san was preoccupied with the intricate task of 
switching valves, Lover A, who had been hiding, led Niwa indoors 
through the emergency exit. 


At that time, three people, including Shimoyanagi-san, were in the 
graduate student office ... In short, Niwa took off his thermal suit in 
the restroom and went outside through the window. Then, he circled 
the backyard and reached the emergency exit in the courtyard. If he 
had gone through the entrance, there was a possibility that he would 
have been spotted by Nakamori-san or Yokogishi-san, right?” 


Then, Moe took her first sip of cola. 


“Led by Lover A, Niwa entered the preparation room and, as they had 
planned, attacked Tamako Hattori-san, who was controlling the valve, 
from behind with the knife. Ah, one more thing. Tamako-san was 
going to take some time to control the valve, so she took off her 
thermal suit. Then ... this is the important part, though ... Niwa and 
Lover A’s original plan went as follows.” Moe paused a little. 


“Niwa, who had killed Tamako Hattori-san, went out through the 
emergency exit. Lover A locked the door. Then, Lover A put on 


Tamako-san’s thermal suit in Tamako-san’s place and went into the 
laboratory. In other words, she made it seem like Tamako-san was still 
alive. Meanwhile, Niwa, who had taken the same route back from the 
emergency exit, appeared in front of the others in the graduate 
student office and built up an alibi. See? If they did that, people would 
have believed the incident had happened much later, and no one 
would be suspected, including Niwa, right? They tried to create a 
situation that looked like Tamako Hattori-san let the culprit in the 
preparation room during the experiment and later returned there and 
was killed. That was their original plan. 


But at that phase ... Lover A betrayed him. When Niwa had killed 
Tamako-san and finished controlling the valve in Tamako-san’s place, 
Lover A took Niwa to the loading room under some pretext and killed 
him there. 


Lover A quickly put on Tamako-san’s thermal suit, pretending to be 
Tamako-san, and headed to the laboratory. Since Niwa had taught her 
about the work procedures, she managed to carry out the tasks 
without any issues. Afterward, she left the laboratory as Tamako 
Hattori and went to the restroom. She removed the thermal suit and 
brought it with the Niwa’s thermal suit left there to the locker in the 
graduate student office, which was empty. At that moment, the three 
people in the graduate student office had gone out for cleanup. Lover 
A returned to the restroom, exited through the window, and made her 
escape by circling the backyard. She could avoid being caught by 
crouching right under the window and passing in front of the 
guardhouse. She continued her escape.” 


Moe spoke rapidly up to the point. 
Then, the three of them fell silent. 


Moe glanced at Saikawa and Kita. “That is all for my hypothesis, 
though ...” 


“Hmm, that’s impressive,” Kita said after a while. “It’s a bit 
unconventional but highly logical. It does explain the observed 
phenomena.” 


“Right! Doesn’t it?” Moe put her palms together joyfully. 


Moe looked at Saikawa. He maintained his usual expression with his 
arms crossed. 


“Sensei, what do you think?” Moe asked Saikawa. 


“Well ...” Saikawa looked upward and said. “The emergency exit was 


locked by Lover A, right? After she killed Niwa ...” 
“Hmm, yes.” Moe nodded while thinking. 

“For what purpose?” Saikawa asked immediately. 
“Eh?” 


“Tf she didn’t lock the door, she could make people think that the 
culprit had escaped through there,” Saikawa spoke dispassionately. 
“For Lover A, it would be reasonable to think that she would want to 
direct the investigation in a different direction if possible since she 
took the risk of going to the laboratory pretending to be Tamako 
Hattori. The same goes for her original plan with Niwa. It would have 
been more convenient to make people assume that the culprit had 
finally left through the emergency exit. In other words, there’s no way 
the criminal would lock that door.” 


“Ah, that’s right. Indeed, that aspect is a bit strange,” Kita said. 


“Ts that so ...?” Moe was dissatisfied. “Maybe she didn’t think that 
deeply about it.” 


“The plan you talked about is complex and intricate. I can’t imagine 
Lover A acted without thinking.” Saikawa said. “Also, there are some 
slightly unnatural aspects, like Tamako-san taking off her thermal suit 
or Lover A letting Niwa inside from the emergency exit while hiding 
from Tamako-san.” 


“Sure, I myself know that point is a bit contradictory ...” Moe 
shrugged and made an excuse. Saikawa exactly pointed out the 
weakest point of Moe’s reasoning. 


“Besides, there is another important point to consider.” Saikawa 
continued. “How did she lock the door between the laboratory and the 
preparation room? Since Lover A came out of that door, she couldn’t 
have locked it from the inside. To lock it, she would have had to get a 
key in either the professor’s office or the main office. Since it was an 
electronic lock, she couldn’t have made a copy of the key.” 


“T have two thoughts on that,” Moe replied. “One possibility is that 
Lover A used the key in the main office and locked it when she left the 
preparation room. If she had the key, that would have been possible. 
Another possibility is that Tamako Hattori-san, stabbed with the knife, 
locked that door from the inside. She was dying but was afraid of 
being attacked again ... She was lying near the door, right?” 


“In the former case, she returned the key to the main office, right?” 
Saikawa confirmed as he lit a cigarette. “If Niwa-kun was an 


accomplice originally, she might have been able to get the key in the 
main office in advance. Well, that’s beside the point ... After the crime, 
was there an opportunity for Lover A, an outsider, to return the key to 
the main office? The key wasn’t missing, right?” 


“The key in the professor’s office was used immediately at that time 
...” Moe said. “But the key in the main office was confirmed only after 
the police arrived, right? She had the time for it.” 


“Umm, that’s fine for that matter.” Saikawa continued. “In the latter 
case, if the victim Tamako-san herself locked that door, wouldn’t there 
have been traces of her walking left at the crime scene? You know, 
she was bleeding so much ... Also, Nishinosono-kun, according to your 
explanation, after Niwa stabbed Tamako-san, Lover A then killed 
Niwa, right? Which means, Tamako-san waited for a while without 
locking the door during that time. Lover A needed to wear a thermal 
suit. To do that, it took her quite some time. All the while, Tamako- 
san would be waiting. Tamako-san, on the brink of death, had not 
locked the door until Lover A left through the door, had she? Isn’t it 
unnatural that she locked the door without seeking help, just closing 
it? Well ... it’s not impossible, though.” 


I see, Moe thought. “So, she did use the key in the main office after 
all.” 


“Well, Nishinosono-san. You really thought this through,” Kita said as 
he looked at Moe. “I must say, I’m impressed.” 


“Yeah, I also acknowledge her efforts,” Saikawa agreed with a smile. 


“Which means, you don’t believe my reasoning at all?” Moe glared at 
Saikawa. 


“Right. I can’t believe it,” Saikawa replied and exhaled smoke. “The 
route from the restroom to the courtyard, which goes around the 
building, is risky because it passes near the main office ... And ... I 
can’t understand the intention behind Lover A taking Niwa-kun all the 
way to the loading room to kill him. First of all, isn’t Lover A an 
outsider? It’s not realistic that such a girl would impersonate someone 
else after killing the two and then perform an unfamiliar task. 
Certainly, as Nishinosono-kun said, the valve switching would have 
been done by Niwa-kun, who was familiar with the process. Lover A, 
an outsider, could not have done it. Would there then have been time 
for lover A to kill Niwa-kun in the loading room after the valve 
switching was completed? It would have taken an extremely deft hand 
to do so. And ... when did they take the bunch of keys in the main 
office? Even if it’s the keys in the professor’s room, it’s the same thing 


... That would mean Niwa-kun had prepared it in advance. But in their 
original plan, there shouldn’t have been such a need, right? That 
aspect seems contradictory, doesn’t it?” 


“The act of Lover A returning the key to the main office or professor’s 
office was clearly dangerous.” Kita also pointed out. “To begin with, 
in that situation, Lover A’s natural course of action would have been 
to escape through the emergency exit immediately after killing Niwa. 
There was no reason for her to pretend to be Tamako-san and return 
to a place with so many people.” 


“That’s what I wanted to say,” Saikawa nodded. “If I were in her 
position, I would have run away immediately. The story of Lover A 
wearing a thermal suit and going out to the laboratory was originally 
supposed to be a play to create an alibi for Niwa-kun. After Lover A 
had killed Niwa, there was no reason for her to pretend to be Tamako- 
san. Although it could delay the discovery of her crime, her act was 
too dangerous to buy time.” 


Saikawa and Kita expressed their opinions one after another, rapidly. 
Moe remained silent, desperately thinking. 


“What about her motive for the crime?” Saikawa further inquired. 


“T have no idea about it. Could it be a love triangle involving Niwa, 
Tamako-san, and Lover A ...?” Moe answered absentmindedly. 


“Well, that’s the first plausible inference,” Saikawa smiled. 


“Nishinosono-san, your hypothesis might be overcomplicating things a 
bit,” Kita remarked. 


Moe had completely lost her energy. She slouched deeply into the 
sofa, her arms crossed, and fell into silence. 


It was the answer that Moe had thought about extensively over the 
past few days. She was accustomed to resubmitting reports, but this 
time, because she was confident, it came as a shock. There were no 
reports or exams in Associate Professor Saikawa’s course. If there are, 
they would be quite challenging, Moe imagined. 


But ... Indeed, all of their points are correct. 


Moe had to admit it. Can I make revisions that address all the pointed-out 
inconsistencies without altering the core of my hypothesis? She wondered. 
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“Well then, it may not be as dramatic as Nishinosono-san’s hypothesis, 


but would you two be willing to hear my idea?” Kita said, lighting a 
cigarette. 


Saikawa extinguished his cigarette and moved the ashtray toward 
Kita. 


“That’s a very practical answer, though ...” After a brief pause, Kita 
started explaining. “I will not think about the motive for the crime for 
now. First, the culprit entered the loading room by some means. I’ll 
explain how to do that later. The guy needed to call Kenjiro Niwa and 
Tamako Hattori to the preparation room. Moreover, it was 
inconvenient for the two to come together. This was because the guy 
would be at a disadvantage if it were two against one. So the culprit 
left some message in that preparation room. I mean, Niwa entered 
that preparation room at 7:00 p.m. and read the message. It instructed 
him to come back to the place at 7:40 p.m. So, after finishing his work 
in the laboratory at around 7:30 p.m., Niwa killed about five minutes 
somewhere. There must have been some reason he didn’t want to be 
seen by others. I wonder if he was hiding in the restroom or 
somewhere else ... Then, he discreetly went outside to avoid being 
seen by anyone and entered the preparation room through the 
emergency exit. 


The emergency exit door was, of course, opened from the inside by 
the culprit to invite Niwa. We can imagine there was some 
confidential discussion between them. Until just before 7:40 p.m., 
Tamako Hattori, dressed in a thermal suit, was in the room operating 
the valve. During that time, the culprit hid in the loading room and 
probably watched her impatiently through the gap in the door. This 
was because Tamako Hattori stayed in the preparation room longer 
than planned ...” Kita savored his cigarette. 


“In fact, there was another message prepared for Tamako Hattori as 
well. It instructed her to return to the place a little after 8:00 p.m. 
Then, when Tamako Hattori headed to the laboratory, the culprit 
opened the emergency exit and looked outside. As mentioned earlier, 
Kenjiro Niwa had arrived there. The culprit talked with Niwa in the 
loading room and took advantage of the opportunity to kill him. There 
was plenty of time. Why did the criminal kill Niwa in the loading 
room ...? The reason was that a meeting with Tamako Hattori was 
scheduled next. The culprit invited Tamako in through the emergency 
exit as well just after 8 p.m. At that time, wouldn’t it be inconvenient 
if Niwa’s dead body was in the preparation room? 


In there ... in other words, this time in the preparation room, the 
second murder was committed. The killer then locked both the 


emergency exit and the door leading to the laboratory from the inside. 
This act was to delay the discovery of the bodies and buy the criminal 
time to escape.” Kita spoke with such satisfaction as he put out his 
cigarette. 


“Well ... the question is, how did the culprit get out of that room?” 
Kita continued. “I guess, the culprit must have used a manual jack. 
The guy lifted the broken shutter using a manual jack. Perhaps twenty 
or thirty centimeters of lifting would have been enough. That jack 
could have been removed at the end by using an iron rod or 
something. But only at the beginning, some gap was really needed. 


In other words, the culprit needed to lift the shutter slightly in 
advance. So, the guy placed a stone or something about ten 
centimeters high and lowered the shutter. Because of that stone, the 
shutter didn’t go all the way down to the bottom. A small gap was 
created there. To conceal that gap, the culprit inconspicuously placed 
one of the shutter panels from the outside. Do you understand? The 
shutter comprised several long, narrow panels connected like 
caterpillar tracks, right? The criminal brought that one piece and 
placed it in the gap. The guy used it for camouflage. I believe you’ve 
already figured it out. The shutter repairman who came that afternoon 
was involved in the incident.” 


Saikawa and Moe were silently listening to Kita’s explanation. 


“The repairman had come during the daytime of that day and had set 
the trick on the shutter. Then, the perpetrator came again secretly that 
night. The shutter was right in front of the guardhouse, but the low 
position unexpectedly provided some blind spots, right? He removed 
the camouflage board, inserted a jack into the gap, lifted the shutter 
about thirty centimeters, and entered from there. Once inside, he 
quickly lowered the shutter almost to the ground but left the jack in 
place. He would have needed it to exit later, after all. 


When Sohei and I found Niwa-kun’s body in the loading room, the 
light was not on in that room, right? When the light in that room was 
turned on, the light leaked outside from under the shutter, so the 
culprit could not turn it on all the time. After committing the crime, 
the perpetrator went outside in the same manner and this time 
removed the jack. It might have been a tough task. If the culprit had 
stood up, he would have had a high chance of being discovered. He 
used something as a lever and removed the jack. The shutter closed 
down completely on its own weight. The culprit fled with the board 
used for camouflage and the jack. The culprit intruded a little before 
7:00 p.m. It was after you two had visited the place. If he didn’t break 


in by 7:00 p.m., the criminal couldn’t leave a message there for Niwa. 
The first incident occurred between 7:40 p.m. and 8:00 p.m. The next 
one happened after 8:00 p.m. The perpetrator spent a little over an 
hour at that location. There were no witnesses because nobody was 
entering or leaving the building during that time period. By the time 
we were making noise at the drinking party in the laboratory, the 
culprit would have already fled far away.” 


As Kita took out a new cigarette, he added. “It might not have actually 
been a message. The culprit could have directly met with Niwa-kun or 
Hattori-san to give instructions. However, I can’t imagine what 
circumstances would lead to that.” 


“Wonderful! Kita-sensei, you’re amazing!” Moe had completely 
recovered. “Should I call Uncle? They should investigate the shutter 
company ...” 


“Tm sure they’ve already investigated,” Saikawa said with a 
disgruntled expression. 


“Well, maybe so,” Kita shrugged once and nodded. “Even the police 
are probably thinking about this. You know, they are thinking about it 
all the time. They’re not doing it as a hobby.” 


“Hey, hey, were there any flaws in Kita-sensei’s inference?” Moe 
wondered as she observed the lackluster expressions of the associate 
professors. 


“There were a few,” Kita said. “Sohei, you think the same, don’t you?” 


“Yeah, sorry, but I do,” Saikawa replied. “The biggest flaw, after all, is 
why the culprit didn’t escape through the emergency exit. If he 
wanted to remove the jack, it would have been easier to work from 
indoors, where he could hide. Why did the perpetrator need to lock 
the emergency exit and the door leading to the laboratory in a 
situation where the identity of the perpetrator would be identified if it 
was discovered that he had entered and exited through the shutter? 
The culprit should have directed the investigation to a route other 
than the shutter as much as possible, don’t you think? The other doors 
would have been more convenient for the culprit if they had remained 
open. Since there was no need to lock them, the culprit could have 
simply exited through there ... During the crime, the culprit might 
have locked the door leading to the laboratory for safety to prevent 
anyone from entering. However, there was no need to worry about 
someone entering through the emergency exit, and it was obviously 
advantageous to unlock the laboratory door before leaving. In any 
case, going through the emergency exit was definitely safer for the 


culprit than risking danger by escaping through the shutter.” 


“Ah, I see ...,.” Moe became even more delighted and nodded 
repeatedly. 


“The criminal purposely summoned them to the location. In other 
words, it is natural to think that the guy wanted to make it look like 
the crime was committed by an insider.” Saikawa continued. “Even if 
it wasn’t a coincidence that the shutter malfunctioned, it was 
unnatural for an outsider to commit murder in that place.” 


“So, Saikawa-sensei, do you think it’s the crime of someone on the 
inside?” 


“No, I’m not thinking anything,” Saikawa replied. 
“You’re cunning.” Moe pouted. 


“T’ll reveal the secret,” Kita spoke while shaking the glass. “Actually, I 
examined that shutter myself. I wanted to see if there were any 
scratches or marks on it. But I didn’t find anything. There might have 
been a better way, I suppose. And, I am the one who supposed it, 
though ... The problem is that the culprit called them out at a specific 
time. It’s not very convincing.” 


“If the killer had some weakness of the victims, it would be a different 
story, though ...” Saikawa gulped down his cola. “I don’t understand 
that the person who has the other person’s weakness commits murder. 
Still ... his inference about the method of opening and closing the 
shutter was not so unrealistic. I think it would be difficult to work 
without making any noise, but it might have been possible to do it 
skillfully by putting something on it and working without leaving any 
marks or scars. It could have been done even by someone who is not a 
shutter expert. However, in that case, it would mean that the 
perpetrator planned everything after knowing that the shutter had 
malfunctioned. In fact, neither the students nor the instructors seemed 
aware of the shutter malfunction. The only ones who knew about the 
malfunction were Yokogishi-san and the security guards.” 


“There is also the possibility that the shutter malfunction was 
deliberate.” 


“Tt’s unnatural that an outsider knew the schedule of that experiment,” 
Saikawa added, ignoring Moe. “For Kita’s hypothesis to hold, it’s 
necessary that the external perpetrator knew the procedure and 
schedule of the experiment.” 


“Well, okay. We might still be overlooking something.” Kita drank his 


brandy and water. “But I can’t think of a more realistic solution than 
the story I have told.” 


“Indeed, your explanation is much more practical and logical than 
Nishinosono-kun’s reasoning,” Saikawa evaluated. 


“Saikawa-sensei, aren’t you using thorny language? From a little 
earlier ...” Moe complained. 


“The problem is ...” Saikawa smiled slightly. “There are two points. 
Why were the victims killed in separate rooms, and why did the 
perpetrator lock the rooms? It’s almost the same question as one 
proposition about how the culprit did it. If either of the two Why 
questions or the one How question could be explained, we would 
surely understand everything. At the very least, Kita’s hypothesis 
explained why the incidents occurred in separate rooms. However, it 
was insufficient to explain the necessity of the locked room. 
Nishinosono-kun’s hypotheses did not adequately explain either. Now, 
all I can say is just that.” 


“You’re always complaining about other people’s opinions, right?” 
Moe confronted Saikawa. 


“Right, I admit that.” Saikawa nodded. “I’m still in the process of 
thinking about the problem. I’ll give you the answer later ... There’s 
something that’s been bothering me a bit, though.” 


“What is it?” Moe asked immediately. 
“Well, honestly ..., I don’t know what it is,” Saikawa replied. 


“What do you mean you don’t know, and it’s bothering you?” Moe 
pursued. 


“Tm just ... that kind of person,” Saikawa answered vaguely. 
The three of them fell silent again. 


“Can I talk to Uncle about the hypothesis we have discussed today?” 
Moe stood up and asked. 


“Hmm, you may,” Saikawa crossed his arms above his head. “I don’t 
think such a discussion will help them much. The police have 
probably already considered it. But I won’t say you shouldn’t tell your 
uncle.” 


“T was planning to tell Uncle about my hypothesis after you two 
approved it, Sensei ... Ah, that’s too bad,” Saying so, Moe yawned. 
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Kita and Saikawa decided to leave Moe’s residence. 


They had talked for over six hours since they gathered at Denny’s in 
the early evening. 


When Saikawa sat in the passenger seat of Kita’s sedan in the 
underground parking lot, Kita didn’t immediately start the engine. 


“T have understood why you don’t fall in love easily,” Kita muttered, 
keeping his gaze straight ahead. 


“Eh, does that mean I can’t fall in love?” Saikawa asked. “I don’t need 
you to tell me that.” 


“That’s not what I want to say. Don’t play dumb,” Kita laughed and 
started the engine. 


“Don’t make unfounded assumptions,” Saikawa said. 


“It’s like we’re probing each other’s thoughts,” Kita remarked as he 
drove off. “You’re sharp tonight, man.” 


“Oh, by the way, it’s about Kunieda-san in my office. You won’t 
believe this ...,” Saikawa said, remembering. “She’s getting married.” 


“Really!? Has she found a marriage partner?” Kita seemed surprised. 
“Well, I suppose she has, most likely,” Saikawa chuckled a bit. 


“That’s quite a story. Above all, whoever marries Kunieda-san is 
amazing. Umm.” Kita let out a groan as if imagining something 
dreadful. “The partner is ... a male?” 


“T haven’t heard about it,” Saikawa replied promptly. 
Kita’s car entered onto Main Street. 


“You just suddenly remembered Kunieda-san’s marriage, didn’t you?” 
Kita said a little later. “I guess you associated it with the word 
marriage.” 


“Don’t tease me,” Saikawa requested with a smile. “Right ... I was 
thoughtless.” 


“When it comes to Nishinosono-san, you often make thoughtless 
remarks,” Kita spoke a little more seriously. 


“If you say so, why did you present that obviously flawed 
hypothesis?” Saikawa asked. 


“Maybe I was tempted,” Kita replied promptly, as if anticipating 


Saikawa’s question. “I’ll say so. Don’t take this the wrong way. I was 
just trying to inspire you with what I say.” Kita chuckled again. 


“You’re a guy I’m not good with, like a watermelon,” Saikawa said 
without a smile. Saikawa really hated watermelons. 


“I like watermelons,” Kita said. 


“Right. It seems I chose the wrong expression. I will correct it and say. 
You are a man I cannot accept, like the undiluted Calpis Water,” 
Saikawa said, a hint of laughter in his words. 


“Do you know the difference between Calpis Water and Chorus 
Water?” Kita asked. 


After a brief pause, Saikawa replied. 


“The taste is completely different.” 


Chapter 7: Information and Chaos 
Ae 


It had been about four weeks since the incident. As far as Saikawa 
knew, there had been no progress in the investigation since then. He 
wasn’t sure what state PERC was in. Perhaps they have already returned 
to their normal research activities, he imagined. 


Associate Professor Kita seemed to be working as usual. He had 
mentioned to Saikawa that he was busy preparing for an upcoming 
overseas trip. Kita was scheduled to give a presentation at an 
international conference in Canada. He had been talking about it for a 
while, but Saikawa had completely forgotten about it until recently. 
They had a custom where one of them would always drive the other 
to the airport when either had to take a flight. The day of Kita’s 
departure was marked on Saikawa’s computer calendar. 


Saikawa had a few opportunities to meet Professor Kikuma in 
university committees and meetings, but they never discussed the 
incident. Instead, Saikawa asked about the results of model 
experiments conducted in the PERC’s low-temperature laboratory that 
had taken place on that day. That was the topic where the two 
researchers could converse most calmly. Saikawa had some interest in 
the latest measurement systems, and the professor talked to him in 
detail about that. A few days later, Research Associate Ichinose visited 
Saikawa’s office. She mentioned that Professor Kikuma had asked her 
to bring the measurement control program on a floppy disk. Saikawa 
wanted to talk with Research Associate Ichinose, but she left quickly. 
He inserted the disk into the workstation in his room and took a look 
at the source code for the measurement control program. It was 
written by Research Associate Ichinose in the C programming 
language. Saikawa was impressed by the source code’s meticulous 
organization. 


Media coverage of the incident seems to have significantly waned. In fact, 
it’s more accurate to say that it has already been forgotten. While this 
sensational topic is still active within the university, it probably wasn’t all 
that dramatic for the general society, Saikawa thought. 


As September began, summer vacation was coming to an end. In the 
previous week, entrance exams for graduate school were conducted 
simultaneously across the university. Additionally, the period for 
regular exams in the undergraduate program was approaching, and it 
was time for students in their fourth year and below to start studying 
diligently. Convenience stores thrived as the students energetically 


photocopied their friends’ notes. Since Saikawa had a policy of not 
conducting any exams, he could spend a relatively relaxed time. 


Still, Moe Nishinosono continued to send him e-mails every day and 
visited Saikawa’s office once every three days, with some excuse. After 
that incident, Moe visited PERC once. She likely used the excuse of 
meeting her club senior, Shimoyanagi, as a pretext for her visit. Three 
days before, Moe had sent all the data of PERC’s members to Saikawa 
and Kita via e-mail. 


Saikawa had been on a business trip to Tokyo for the past two days, 
and when he received Moe’s e-mail, he was busy preparing for the 
trip. He had only skimmed through it quickly. When Saikawa brewed 
some coffee and took a short break, he remembered the e-mail from 
Moe and turned to the display to read it carefully once again. 


It’s Moe. 


The information I’m sharing today is not obtained from Uncle but 
researched by myself. 


Below is a bit lengthy, but I’ve compiled the results of my 
investigations into a report, so please take a look. 


(Please don’t ask for a resubmission!) 


1 Person (No Honorifics) 


(1) Kenjiro Niwa 


He worked on the computer every day. He also had a computer at 
his home. He drove a Pajero, but it didn’t seem like he went on long 
trips. I heard he had been on a bit of a diet recently. Whether he had a 
girlfriend or not, no one knows. However, everyone insists that he 
must have had a girlfriend. When lending his car to friends, he was 
quite stingy, even charging them money. (Other details are as reported 
on TV.) 


(2) Jun Masuda 


Not many people knew about Masuda, but Arai told me about him. 


Masuda was smart and had excellent grades. But his parents sent him 
little money, so he was busy working part-time. Before his 
disappearance, he looked somewhat tired and neurotic. It was Arai’s 
impression that Masuda had committed suicide because of his broken 
heart. However, Arai had no idea who Masuda’s lost love was. Nor did 
he have any reason to assume so. The research that Masuda was 
working on was attracting a lot of attention at academic meetings. 
Niwa had continued that research theme. (I wonder who will take 
over next ...?) 


(3) Masanao Arai 


He is originally from Osaka and tends to be a bit exaggerated in his 
storytelling. He works part-time as a cram school teacher. From what 
I’ve seen, he has a crush on Machiko Funami. He’s researching the 
same topic as Funami. Despite his comical behavior, he might be quite 
sensitive. He commutes by a large motorcycle. In high school, he 
participated in the Koshien baseball tournament. He said he was a left- 
handed pitcher. (I doubt it. He seems more like a comedian.) He 
deeply respects Kita-sensei. It appears he wants to become a teacher at 
some university in the future. He did not have nice things to say about 
Niwa. On the other hand, he did have a compliment about Tamako 
Hattori. 


(4) Tamako Hattori 


No matter who I asked, she had a good reputation. She had a quiet 
personality, serious and diligent. Although she didn’t actively engage 
with others, everyone was considerate of her. She didn’t dress 
extravagantly. She loved pressed flowers, and many of her works are 
left in the graduate student office. (That’s about the extent of the 
information I have about her. I’ve seen a few photos of her, and she’s 
so beautiful.) 


(5) Machiko Funami 


She failed the university entrance exam once and is the same age 
as Hattori. She has a penchant for flashy clothing, a solid personality, 
and a passion for reading. She has expressed her desire to work in a 
corporate research institute in the future. She commutes in a compact 
car. She said she didn’t have a boyfriend now (although I wonder if 
that’s true?). She was quite suspicious of the relationship between 


Niwa and Tamako. (She said she wanted to talk to Saikawa-sensei 
again. That’s good for you.) 


(6) Hisashi Shimoyanagi 


He seems to be giving a lot of thought to that locked room. When I 
mentioned my hypothesis, he was happy to hear it. He’s under the 
guidance of Kita-sensei and mentioned feeling somewhat out of place 
at PERC. He has an adorable girlfriend (a third-year student in the 
same club). He commutes by car. He enjoys rock climbing and is 
skilled at magic tricks. He’s quite versatile. He already has a job lined 
up and will work at a research institute in Tsukuba City next year. 


(7) Tomoya Kitaoji 


He is a member of a judo club. He’s reticent. He appears 
considerably older than the other students. He studies diligently in 
silence but seems attentive to others’ conversations. He commutes by 
bicycle (apparently, a bicycle that costs several hundred thousand 
yen). He is the strongest in arm wrestling. Sometimes, he wears 
wooden clogs. (I hardly had the chance to talk with this man.) 


(8) Shinji Wakabayashi 


He’s an adorable guy. Looks like a transgender woman. He’s the 
vocalist of a rock band. He has a high-pitched voice. Stylish. 
Talkative. He said he once asked Tamako Hattori out on a date and 
got rejected. His dad is a professor in the medical department. I heard 
he used to have his hair dyed blonde. 


(9) Professor Kyosuke Kikuma 


He is fifty-five years old. Dandy. He lives with his wife. (They’ve 
been married for only ten years.) They don’t have any children. He 
commutes to PERC by car every day, starting in the afternoon. 
Students describe him as “strict” in just one word. However, he seems 
to be a cheerful instructor in everyday life. He enjoys drinking parties 
and holds one every month. 


(10) Research Associate Rika Ichinose 


She is twenty-eight years old and single, with a diligent demeanor. 
She commutes by car and lives alone in a rented apartment. She works 
in the laboratory even on weekends, demonstrating her strong work 
ethic. It gives the impression that her research and computer are her 
lovers. She is from the same hometown as Professor Kikuma. 


(11) Technical Officer Zentaro Hachikawa 


He is thirty-five years old. Single. This man is also earnest. He can 
be eccentric, but his reputation among students is not bad. He often 
takes time off due to health issues. He doesn’t have a driver’s license. 
He commutes by bus. He lives alone in a nearby apartment. He 
graduated from a technical high school. He holds a 3rd dan in kendo 
and a 4th dan in Japanese calligraphy. His desk is in the main office, 
but he is usually somewhere in the laboratory. He was transferred 
from the computer center to PERC three years ago. 


(12) Takuya Yokogishi 


He is fifty-five years old. He has a wife and two daughters, one in 
high school and the other in middle school. Although he graduated 
from a science-related university, he was hired as an office clerk at N 
University. Originally, he was a staff member in the civil engineering 
department, so he has a long-standing relationship with Professor 
Kikuma. He enjoys golf as a hobby and occasionally invites Professor 
Kikuma. He starts work at 8:30 in the morning. On days without 
overtime, he returns home a little after 6 in the evening. He commutes 
by car. 


(13) Keiko Nakamori 


She is forty-five years old and single. She divorced about ten years 
ago. Her ex-husband appears to be a professor at a university in the 
Kansai region. She has been working at N University for twenty-three 
years. She has a good reputation among the students. She is very 
caring. She commutes by car, and her working hours are almost the 
same as Yokogishi’s. Occasionally, she does overtime. Her hobby is 
knitting, which she often does even in the main office. 


(14) Harue Suzumura 


She is thirty years old. Married. She has one elementary school- 


aged son. Due to library book return delays, she occasionally comes to 
complain to the students, but she doesn’t talk much with anyone else. 
Her closest friend is Nakamori. She often takes sick leave and 
frequently works overtime. She has been working at PERC for two 
years now. 


(15) Koji Mukai 


He is sixty-one years old. On the day of the incident, he had been 
at the facility since morning. He is highly meticulous and calm. Before 
retiring, he worked as a technician in the Department of Metallurgical 
Engineering. I heard the shutter repairman was his friend. 


(16) Shozo Ogawa 


He is sixty years old. One of his legs is an artificial one. He rarely 
leaves the guardhouse. He is talkative and cheerful. He emphasized 
that no one, except those involved, had entered or exited the facility 
on the day of the incident. (I want to believe him.) 


2 Physical Evidence 


(1) The bunch of keys 


The bunch of keys in the main office and the bunch of keys in the 
professor’s office are the same, and the key holders are also of the 
same design. The keys for the entrance, rear entrance, low- 
temperature laboratory (the door on the laboratory side of the double- 
door section), preparation room (the door in question), the graduate 
student office, meeting room, and library are all part of the set. Each 
key is not labeled for its respective location. There is no master key. 
All of these keys are for electronic locks, making duplication of the 
keys not easily achievable. Usually, none of these keys are in use. (The 
entrance automatically locks itself at 5 p.m.) 


(2) Video 


They showed me the video recording footage in the graduate 
student office. There are no clues in the video recording during the 
experiment. Nothing suspicious is captured. The 8 mm video 
recording of the drinking party only captured up to about fifty 


centimeters above the walkway floor. In other words, it only showed 
people’s legs below their knees after they went up the stairs. However, 
no one stopped in front of that preparation room door during the 
drinking party. No one went toward the measurement room. The 
conversations during the party were almost perfectly recorded. (The 
microphone sensitivity was high. What Saikawa-sensei was talking 
about was all recorded as well). 


(3) Thermal Suit 


All of the graduate students have their own thermal suits. Among 
the instructors and staff, Professors Kikuma, Research Associate 
Ichinose, and Technical Officer Hachikawa have their own suits. (Kita- 
sensei doesn’t have one, right?) Kenjiro Niwa and Tamako Hattori’s 
thermal suits were in the graduate student office lockers. The lockers 
are not locked, so anyone can open them. The wireless receivers were 
also in the lockers along with their suits. (It appears that both of them 
did return to the graduate student office at least once.) 


(4) Restroom Window 


It was easy for someone to exit through the window. However, I 
heard the window was locked from the inside on the day of the 
incident. There were no traces of dirt or mud on it. (Of course, if 
someone had gone outside and then returned, such traces could have 
been removed.) 


(5) Knife 


Regarding the owner of the knife, no one had any leads. According 
to Uncle, it was brand new. 


That’s all for today’s report. I have a meeting with Uncle scheduled 
on Friday. If I learn anything new, I will inform you. 


Saikawa drank about half of his coffee. He had a cigarette in his 
mouth. Then, he continued to read another e-mail that had arrived the 
day before while on a business trip. 


It’s Moe. 


There is a scoop today. 


The police had discovered that the two victims, Kenjiro Niwa and 
Tamako Hattori, had been dating for a long time. 


I heard a search of Niwa’s rented apartment revealed much 
evidence to support this fact. 


It has also been revealed that the two went on a two-night trip 
during the Golden Week holidays. 


(For now, the police have a policy of not disclosing this 
information.) 


What Funami-san said was true. 


Should we modify our portrayal of Tamako Hattori’s character a 
bit ...? 


The police have discovered this fact quite early on. 


Umm, I see, Saikawa thought after finishing reading Moe’s e-mail. 
There certainly seems to be some meaning to this. 


There was apparently a time lag in the information Moe obtained from 
her uncle, the prefectural police chief. It was not the latest 
information. It was also the case with the investigation regarding the 
shutter. That hypothesis Kita had discussed in Moe’s residence ... It 
later turned out that the police had already investigated the trick with 
that shutter. However, the idea of using one of the shutter’s boards for 
camouflage didn’t occur to the police. Furthermore, the results of 
inspecting various machines in the preparation room were only 
communicated to them much later, and they found no suspicious 
devices. 


In this way, the possibility of gradually disappearing one by one gave 
Saikawa the impression that miniature light bulbs were going out one 
after another. 
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Saikawa lit a cigarette and closed his eyes. 


It can be said that most of the murders in this world ultimately boil down 
to the manifest motive. The intense desire to take another person’s life, 
unnoticed by anyone else, would be more difficult than the act of murder 
per se. Thus, investigating a murderer is necessarily a procedure that 
follows the signposts in reverse. In the case of some indiscriminate murders 
and street killings, although the signposts are blurred, the specificity of the 
motive, on the contrary, reveals the personality of the murderer. 


The most difficult crimes to investigate are those that are far from the 
minimal “life” of a human being and are motivated by a very high level of 
dispassionate desire. A logical thought still goes into it, even though the 
feature makes the crime so extraordinary. 


I have yet to judge whether this incident is such a crime, Saikawa thought. 
However, at least, there are signs of visible low-level conflicts, such as 
conflicts between poverty and wealth, conflicts between love and hate, self- 
defense against social crises, or obsessions inherited from the past, cannot 
be discovered around the victims. 


Of course, there is a significant scientific gap between the inability to 
observe something and it not existing. However, when it comes to general 
human social interactions, this distinction typically becomes exceedingly 
vague. This is because there are very few exceptions that exist without 
being observable. 


Only humans have desires that have not involved “life” since ancient times. 
But only humans, the higher animals, kill each other ... 

Saikawa asked himself. 

It is because only humans find value in acts not directly related to life. 


Why did the murder have to take place in that place, in such a risky place? 
Why couldn’t it have been done deep in the mountains with no one 
around? There must have been careful planning and detailed consideration, 
but why was that location chosen? What was the culprit’s motive for 
determining the location? What was the effect of that place on the killer’s 
appeal ...? 


Besides, why did the criminal need to make it a locked room? 


What was the purpose of that almost artistic perfection? What was the 
criminal’s intention in presenting such a mysterious situation? And what 
has the author who created this artificial situation gained now? 


In the first place, it could not be an act of self-indulgence like art. Art is an 


act of self-expression, and it does not exist solely in the presentation of a 
work, It must not have been such ambiguous desires. A more profound 
purpose had to be there. 


I can’t find a clue for thinking about it. 
Saikawa sighed. 
He sipped at his cup, but the coffee was gone. 


Saikawa’s thought process did not operate on the inorganic logic like 
Kita’s and Moe’s. The first thing Saikawa thought about was what if he 
were the culprit. Other than thinking that way, he could not infer 
other people’s actions objectively. Perfectly science-oriented individuals 
like Kita and Moe possess absolute objectivity within their subjectivity, 
much like Mr. Spock from Star Trek. The nature enables them to 
hypothesize objectively, just as they did. They are scientists who 
comprehend phenomena through numbers and handle physical objects with 
numbers. (In fact, Kita works in such a field, and Moe is likely to do so in 
the future.) On the other hand, Saikawa was the opposite of them. For 
him, objectivity was defined by the ability to see things through 
multiple switchable subjectivities. Saikawa was aware that he was 
clearly schizotypal. 


If I could spend a night locked in the laboratory where the tragedy 
occurred, thinking of myself as if I were the murderer, with a self- 
suggestion, perhaps I would find the answer. Saikawa had such a 
premonition. Many of the problems Saikawa had encountered in the 
past had been resolved using this approach, 


But this isn’t the job I have to do. 

Saikawa got up from his seat to pour himself another cup of coffee. 
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It was 6:00 p.m. on Friday, September 8th. The western sky was pink. 


A restored reinforced concrete castle tower was visible nearby. A red 
sports car pulled into the parking lot of the Aichi Prefectural Police 
building, which had a brick finish. A police officer standing guard 
greeted the female visitor with a smile. Moe emerged from the car, 
wearing a blue and gray horizontal striped T-shirt, a white short- 
sleeved jacket, and white slacks. 


At the entrance of the building, the receptionist looked at Moe’s face 
and bowed. She crossed the spacious lobby and pressed the elevator 
button. Until Moe disappeared into the elevator, everyone in the lobby 
who had been talking stopped their conversation and discreetly 


glanced at her. 


After a brief conversation with the elderly female secretary, Moe 
knocked on the grand door and entered the room. A distinguished- 
looking gentleman was on the phone behind a large desk. He glanced 
at Moe and gestured in the direction of a sofa. She took a seat on the 
black leather sofa. His phone call ended shortly thereafter. 


“Please don’t come here too often,” Chief Nishinosono said with a 
smile. He got up, opened the door, and ordered, “Two coffees,” to 
someone outside. Then he sat down on the sofa across from Moe and 
said, “Well, as much as possible, I mean ...” 


“T’m sorry, Uncle,” Moe said. “But it’s not easy for me to see you often, 
right?” 


Shosuke Nishinosono was dressed in a gray suit with a scarlet tie. His 
hair was also gray. His nose was unusually high for a Japanese person. 
His eyes were double-lidded, giving him a serene expression. 


The elderly woman who had been outside entered the room with 
coffee. She placed two black coffees in front of them and then left 
with a smile. 


“You came here again because of that incident, right?” Chief 
Nishinosono asked as he took his coffee. 


“Right ... One month has already passed.” Moe only saw the coffee 
and did not even touch it. “Well ...” 


“T can’t show you the report,” the police chief said first. 
“Is there really no way?” Moe confirmed. 

“That’s the rule. Even if you ask me to, I can’t do it.” 
There was a brief silence. 

“At what stage is the investigation?” Moe questioned. 


“Your action seems somewhat like that of a newspaper reporter.” The 
police chief was speaking in a gentlemanly manner. “The investigation 
is progressing, but there are still no plans to announce it. This is my 
response for newspaper reporters.” Then, he loosened his tie a bit. 
“Honestly, we haven’t found any physical evidence or the suspect’s 
motive. We’ve tried everything that can be investigated, but as of 
now, it’s a complete dead end.” 


“You have investigated ... who?” Moe asked. 


“At the very least, we have investigated everyone present at that 
place, and we’ve looked into the social connections of the victims as 
well.” The police chief furrowed his brow slightly as he responded. 
“Listen. Revealing the report would be an intrusion into the privacy of 
many individuals. It’s the privacy of people entirely unrelated to the 
incident.” 


“T won’t be making it public. ’'m the only one who will see it,” Moe 
said firmly. 


“You see it, and what will you do next?” 


“T want to know why such an incident happened,” Moe responded. 
“Tm dying to know.” 


“T feel the same way.” Her uncle said gently. “Moe-chan, your 
proactive curiosity, although I’m not sure if that’s the right way to 
express it ..., is truly just like my elder brother. But ... in that report, 
there may be ugly scars collected from your very close, good-hearted 
people, the kind of scars that are never seen by anyone, even though 
they have absolutely nothing to do with the incident. Everyone has 
minor wounds they don’t want others to touch. The police investigate 
them. But I don’t want you to know such vulgar things, and I don’t 
want you to become the kind of person who looks at others with such 
eyes.” 


“Uncle treats me like a child,” Moe argued back. “First ... ’m not a 
child to the extent that I’d be surprised by such vulgar relationships 
and have my perspective altered. Saying you don’t want me to become 
such a person is disrespectful to my personal independence. Second ... 
it’s very cowardly to say it’s for my convenience when you say it’s for 
your sake. I think it belittles the intelligence of the other person.” 


After saying so without interruption, Moe lowered her gaze and 
whispered, “I absolutely won’t inconvenience you.” 


Chief Nishinosono stared at Moe for a while. He then crossed his arms, 
averting his eyes from her slightly. Moe remained silent. 


“Right. Moe-chan, I said something impolite to you ...” The police 
chief chuckled. “What you said is correct. Forgive me, I retract my 
previous statement.” He placed both hands on the table and lowered 
his head slightly. 


“T’m sorry. I spoke too much. I apologize, Uncle,” Moe said hurriedly 
with a troubled expression. 


“Well, I was impressed by you. You’ve become quite remarkable ... I 


see. So ... the reason I can’t show you the report is entirely due to my 
professional position,” the police chief said with a stern expression. “It 
may sound like nonsense to you, but this is important to me. I want to 
avoid anything even remotely risky or troublesome for my position. 
That’s the reason. For me to take risks, there must be an expected 
return. In other words, I can’t afford to take risks for free.” 


“Yes, I understand. I appreciate your honest saying.” Moe corrected 
her posture. 


“What will showing you the report bring to me ...? I'll hear your 
perspective.” 


“T don’t have a definite outlook,” Moe replied honestly. “However, 
there is a possibility that I may discover something Uncle and your 
men overlooked or didn’t notice. You know, I was right near the 
incident.” 


“Tt still cannot convince me.” The police chief smiled while looking at 
Moe. 


“T will read it alone and return it to you immediately,” Moe replied 
thoughtfully. “In fact, I intend to consult with Saikawa-sensei. I have 
been discussing the incident with Sensei. The results of Saikawa- 
sensei’s and my deliberations will be shared only with you, Uncle. I 
will not speak to anyone else about it. I believe the risk to Uncle is 
very low.” 


“Ah, Saikawa-kun ... Indeed, I want to hear his opinion. He’s quite 
interesting ... I remember his involvement in the incident last year.” 
The police chief muttered. “But you must not show it to Associate 
Professor Kita. He is one of those directly involved, you know.” Then, 
after looking at Moe’s eyes for a few seconds, he whispered. “Can you 
return the report to me by 7 in the morning tomorrow? Of course, you 
are not allowed to make a copy.” 


“Thank you so much, Uncle!” Moe stood up. 


Chief Nishinosono left the room. Moe was so delighted that she was 
pacing around the room for a while. After about five minutes, the 
police chief returned, holding an A4-sized file as thick as about ten 
centimeters. 


“This is the report that sums it up best. I took it out, saying I would 
read it overnight. Make sure you return it to me tomorrow morning.” 
He reminded Moe. Then he left the room again and brought a paper 
bag. “Put it in this and go.” 


Moe kissed her uncle on the cheek and left the room, heading straight 
for the parking lot. 
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On the night, Moe stayed up all night reading the thick report. The 
university exams were starting the following week, but she decided 
not to think about them for now. 


About half of the report was photocopied color pictures. The autopsy 
report was full of jargon, some of which she did not fully understand. 
There were few new facts, but the murdered Tamako Hattori was not 
a virgin. It recorded Tamako was not pregnant. 


Would these be the wounds of others that Uncle was referring to? 


Observations regarding fatal knife wounds. The knife entered the 
victim’s body through a blow the culprit apparently put his weight on 
with both hands. Other than this scar, the victim had no other 
defensive marks. Because the wound was sharp and the knife was not 
removed, it is unlikely that the assailant was showered with blood as a 
result of the killing. The victim is estimated to have lost consciousness 
within tens of seconds to several minutes. Judging from the amount of 
blood loss, the victim died within twenty minutes of being stabbed. 
The angle of entry of the knife would be thirty degrees below 
horizontal if the victim were standing upright. This angle was almost 
the same for Niwa and Hattori, the two victims. As for their height, 
Niwa was 176 centimeters tall and Hattori 154 centimeters. The 
difference of more than twenty centimeters and the fact of this angle 
seem contradictory, but in Niwa’s case, the assailant might have been 
standing on the stairs of the loading room. It is also possible that the 
culprit attacked the victims while they were bending down. In such 
cases, the position and physique of the assailant cannot be determined 
because the situation varies depending on the victim’s posture. 


No blood other than that of the victims was detected at the murder 
scene. 


There were no fingerprints left on the knife. The mountain climbing 
knife used in the crime was made in Japan. It is a mass-produced 
product with a list price of 6,000 yen and can be purchased at 
specialty stores or by mail order. There are over 7,000 knives of the 
same type in circulation. It seems difficult to identify the purchasing 
route. 


Moe continued reading the report. 


Tamako Hattori’s father committed suicide by jumping from the 


company where he worked when Tamako was two years old. He was 
an employee of a pharmaceutical company and was in charge of sales. 
Tamako and her mother currently owe a small amount of money, 
about one million yen. 


Tamako had been dating Kenjiro Niwa for about a year. Niwa once 
took Tamako to his parents’ home in the Hokuriku region and 
introduced her to his parents. Niwa’s parents did not have a good 
impression of Tamako. It may have something to do with the fact that 
she was a single parent and her father committed suicide. Kenjiro 
Niwa’s father wanted to pass on his business to his three sons. 
Therefore, his father was a little dissatisfied that only his second son, 
Kenjiro, went on to graduate school. 


The two had been hiding that they were dating from their friends. But that 
might have been a natural thing to do, Moe thought. 


On the Sunday five days before the incident, Kenjiro Niwa and 
Tamako Hattori visited a boutique in the city. The fact was 
determined from a receipt found in Niwa’s room. Niwa had purchased 
a new white suit, and Tamako had acquired a rather expensive white 
two-piece dress, using Niwa’s credit card. These items required 
alterations, which Niwa had picked up on Thursday, the day before 
the incident. Their brand-new clothes were discovered in the trunk of 
Kenjiro’s car in the parking lot on the day of the incident. 


On the night before the incident, Tamako Hattori had not returned to 
her home. Her mother had been informed that Tamako would be 
staying overnight elsewhere, specifically at a female friend’s place. 
However, it turned out that the supposed female friend did not 
actually exist. Tamako’s mother did not know about her daughter’s 
relationship with Niwa. Numerous fingerprints of Tamako Hattori 
were discovered in Niwa’s rented apartment, especially on the dishes 
in the sink. It led the police to conclude that she had indeed stayed at 
Niwa’s place the day before the incident. 


Tamako Hattori stayed at Niwa’s rented apartment the day before the 
incident ... Moe mulled over that fact for a few seconds. 


The report included the findings of the investigation into those 
involved. 


Professor Kikuma had a history of divorce. He had an arranged 
marriage at the age of twenty-six, which ended in separation after six 
months. The woman he married at the time has since remarried in 
Tokyo. The professor remarried at forty-four, eighteen years later, and 
the woman is his current wife. They do not have any children. 


Regarding Associate Professor Kita, it was documented that there was 
a period on the day of the incident when he was alone in his room. 
Starting sometime after the experiment had begun, at around 7:30 
p.m., Kita had been exchanging e-mails with someone overseas for 
several tens of minutes. To confirm this, the police also included 
reports of inquiries to the United Kingdom and Australia. It was 
concluded that there were no contradictions in Kita’s statement. 
Fortunately, there were no particular issues in Kita’s personal life. 


I’m surprised the police investigate up to such details. 


Research Associate Ichinose had no social circle. She had very few 

friends. Rika Ichinose’s parents divorced shortly after her birth, and 
she was raised by her mother. Her father passed away due to illness 
ten years after the divorce. Ichinose was her mother’s maiden name. 


Technical Officer Hachikawa had been taken into protective custody 
for assault when he was in technical high school. It was due to a fight 
with a friend, which was settled. He had also caused some minor 
problems in his apartment. He had been kept at a distance by the 
neighborhood. There were rumors in his apartment that Hachikawa 
was a member of some new religion, but this fact had never been 
confirmed. 


A new religion ...? Indeed, his attitude could be suspect. 


The report stated that the whereabouts of the three instructors on the 
day of the incident were clear. Associate Professor Kita was working 
in a position with a good view of the outside through the window, but 
he couldn’t directly see the emergency exit in question from his seat. 
Kita testified that he did not see any suspicious individuals near the 
entrance or in the courtyard while in his room. Professor Kikuma and 
Research Associate Ichinose were giving instructions for the 
experiment together in the professor’s office. Although they could see 
the emergency exit from the office window, they stated that they 
didn’t notice anything strange between 7:00 p.m. and 8:00 p.m. 
Additionally, when Niwa returned from the laboratory, Ichinose saw 
him. But it was precisely when she was giving instructions to Tamako 
Hattori. Ichinose mentioned that she didn’t see where Niwa went after 
that. 


After the experiment, the three instructors were together with others 
at the entrance of the laboratory. Subsequently, at 8:30 p.m., everyone 
descended to the laboratory. The bunch of keys in Professor Kikuma’s 
office had clear fingerprints only from the professor. The bunch of 
keys had hardly been used until then. 


There were no particular issues regarding the office clerk Yokogishi. 
On the day of the incident, the shutter malfunctioned in the morning, 
and Yokogishi made a phone call to request repairs. The repairman 
was a familiar face who had come frequently. In the afternoon, the 
repairman arrived and examined the shutter. During this time, 
Yokogishi and Mukai, one of the security guards, were present. The 
repairman did not exhibit any suspicious behavior. The shutter 
malfunction and the replacement of parts had not been reported to 
anyone. 


The bunch of keys that was in the main office had also been rarely 
used recently. Fingerprints of Yokogishi and Nakamori were found on 
the bunch of keys. Both Yokogishi and Nakamori stated that there was 
no possibility of the keys being taken by an outsider. 


Keiko Nakamori’s divorce history matched what Moe had heard. Her 
ex-husband was now a professor of medicine at H University in Osaka. 
Furthermore, Harue Suzumura’s family was surprisingly ordinary. 
There were only brief records about the two security guards, Koji 
Mukai and Shozo Ogawa. The police seemed uninterested in them. 
There was no new information to add to what Moe had investigated 
through her independent inquiries. 


Why? Is it because they have no motive ...? 


Her impression from reading the report was that the police seemed to 
be focusing on the possibility of an inside job. 


Moe read the text of the report written on a word processor without a 
break until she looked at the clock. It was 1 a.m. After finishing 
dinner, she had been sitting on the bed and reading it intently. She 
had read about half of the thickness of the pages. But she was feeling 
a bit tired. 


Under her bed, Thoma was sleeping on his back. This dog had a 
peculiar habit of sleeping on his back, just like a human. It might have 
been because Moe would often flip him over when Thoma was a 
puppy. It was an utterly defenseless way of sleeping as if he had 
forgotten his wild instincts. 


Moe got out of bed and walked over to the writing bureau, opening a 
drawer. From it, she retrieved a red box of cigarettes. They were slim 
Philip Morris cigarettes. The lighter was made by Porsche and a 
keepsake from her father. She placed a cigarette between her lips and 
lit it. Then, she held the cigarette in her left hand while gripping her 
left elbow with her right hand, pacing back and forth in the room. She 
was left-handed. 


Is there any information that might lead to solving the mystery ...? 


Footsteps could be heard in the hallway, followed by the sound of 
knocking on the door. Thoma remained asleep. 


“Young lady,” Suwano’s voice came from the hallway. “May I come 
in?” 


Moe coughed. 


“No ...” Moe said hurriedly. “I’m in the middle of changing. What 
brought you here?” 


“What’s wrong with you?” 


“Well ... I just have a bit of a sore throat.” Moe coughed again 
intentionally. 


“Shall I bring some medicine?” 

“Tt’s okay. I’m going to bed now ... Can I help you?” 
“No, please allow me to rest first.” 

“Goodnight,” Moe said quickly. 


“Goodnight, young lady,” Suwano’s footsteps retreated down the 
hallway. 


Whew, that was close. 


Moe exhaled a puff of cigarette smoke. She absolutely had to keep her 
smoking a secret. She did not want Suwano to scold her persistently. It 
was obvious that she would end up hearing endless stories about her 
parents and her childhood. 


After finishing her cigarette, Moe tapped on her computer’s keyboard 
on the desk. She had received an e-mail from Saikawa. 


This is Saikawa. 


Starting tomorrow, Kita is going on a two-week business trip to 
Canada. 


Saikawa will drive him to the airport in Saikawa’s car. 
We plan to leave Saikawa’s place at 4 in the evening. 


Since we won’t be able to talk with him for a while, how about 


spending some time together if that’s okay with you? 


That’s all. 


Saikawa always wrote about himself as “Saikawa” in his e-mails, not 
using “I.” Moe replied right away. 


It’s Moe. 


Sensei, I will come to your room by 4 p.m. 


Actually, I’ve borrowed a police report, and I’m currently reading 
it. 
It’s likely to take all night. 


Please keep this matter a secret from Kita-sensei. 


I'd love to have dinner together tomorrow! 


Moe put her computer into sleep mode and returned to the bed. It 
made Thoma raise his head slightly, but he quickly turned over and 
went back to sleep on his back again. 
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The latter half of the report began with interviews of graduate 
students and the findings of a confirmatory survey. All actions of 
everyone since the day before the incident were recorded. There was 
nothing particularly suspicious among them. None of the students had 
a special relationship with the victims, Kenjiro Niwa or Tamako 
Hattori, and no one was aware of their relationship. Only Machiko 
Funami pointed it out based on her speculation. 


On the day of the incident, when Niwa left the graduate student office 
wearing a thermal suit, there was no particular change in his 
demeanor. It was attested by the three individuals, Shimoyanagi, 
Kitaoji, and Wakabayashi, who were in the room then. There was 
another person in the graduate student office, Tamako Hattori. But 
even after that, she was engaged in everyday conversations, just as 
always. However, no one noticed Kenjiro Niwa’s return from the 
laboratory work thirty minutes later. Niwa was supposed to have 
returned from the laboratory shortly after Tamako Hattori had left the 


graduate student office wearing a thermal suit. Nobody had seen Niwa 
coming to place his suit and receiver in his locker. Also, when Tamako 
Hattori returned another thirty minutes later, they had already left the 
graduate student office. 


Three male students, Shimoyanagi, Kitaoji, and Wakabayashi, 
descended to the laboratory around 8 p.m. Their tasks involved 
cleaning up the experimental equipment, measuring instruments, and 
covering the pool. They finished their work in about twenty minutes 
and then assembled folding tables and prepared for the drinking party. 
Among them, only Wakabayashi returned to the graduate student 
office to put away thermal suits around 8:20 p.m., just before the 
party began. He carried the suits for three people to their lockers. 
Wakabayashi stated that he also went to the restroom then but did not 
encounter anyone. 


When Tamako Hattori’s body was found, Wakabayashi seemed to have 
thought Kenjiro Niwa had killed her. When asked why he thought so, 
Wakabayashi replied, “Somehow.” 


On the other hand, Arai and Machiko Funami, who were in the 
measurement room, stated that they remained in that room from 
around 6:30 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. Arai was responsible for recording the 
experiment, while Funami had the duty of reading out measurement 
results. They were located in a place where they could oversee the 
laboratory, but they often focused on the measuring equipment and 
were not closely observing the inside of the laboratory. Arai and 
Funami left the measurement room at 8:00 p.m. Afterward, the two 
spoke with the instructors in the corridor. 


The drinking party was originally scheduled to be held in the meeting 
room, but the location was changed. So, Arai and Funami went to 
fetch snacks and paper cups to the meeting room. At the time, they 
peeped into the graduate student office to ask for help, but Niwa and 
Hattori were not there. The beer was stored in the office’s refrigerator, 
so they had the office clerk Yokogishi help them carry it. They also 
happened to meet the librarian Harue Suzumura in the corridor, who 
also assisted with carrying the items. At the time, Nakamori was alone 
in the main office. Just before the drinking party began, Machiko 
Funami went to the graduate student office to retrieve her cardigan 
and Shimoyanagi’s jacket. She took the jacket to be lent to Moe. 
During this time, there was no one in the graduate student office. 


Several people went to the restroom during the drinking party, but 
they all returned promptly. This was confirmed by video recordings. 
No one noticed anything suspicious. Kitaoji entered the graduate 


student office a little after 9:00 p.m. to get a new pack of cigarettes, 
but at the time, it appeared that no one else was inside the room 
either. 


The drinking party was interrupted a little after 10 p.m. due to Harue 
Suzumura’s car trouble. Suzumura was going out to the parking lot 
once to leave the facility but had to come back because she couldn’t 
move her car. Subsequently, during the initial search, three male 
students other than Wakabayashi (Arai, Shimoyanagi, Kitaoji) went 
outside the building once. Wakabayashi was searching for Niwa’s car 
key in the graduate student office. Arai went with Suzumura to check 
on Suzumura’s car. Shimoyanagi and Kitaoji also went out to search in 
the parking lot and the backyard. They returned shortly afterward. 
Kita walked to the guardhouse once. Their comings and goings were 
witnessed by Nakamori in the main office and the guards. After that, 
another search of the same area was conducted with the addition of 
Wakabayashi. The two elderly guards never left the guardhouse. 


These pieces of information are just as I had imagined ..., Moe thought. 


Suddenly, a report about Jun Masuda’s missing two years before 
began. Moe became aware that her drowsiness had disappeared. 


The search request for Jun Masuda had been filed in January of the 
previous year. It was one year and eight months before the present. 
He went missing in December two years before. He was from Mie 
Prefecture. He had an introverted personality but excelled in his 
academic performance. The belongings left in his room had been 
collected by his parents in March of the previous year. But some of 
them were all returned to PERC’s office, including computer-related 
books, notes, and a vast number of floppy disks and MO disks 
containing data from his experiments. Even now, a portion of the steel 
shelves in the graduate student office was occupied by the articles left 
by Jun Masuda. He had been strongly encouraged by Professor 
Kikuma to pursue a doctoral program. However, due to financial 
reasons, he chose to find employment. He suddenly fell out of touch, 
and on the third day, his room was searched by both the landlord and 
his parents. There was also a possibility that he might have been 
traveling at the year-end, which caused a delay in reporting to the 
police. 


At the time of Masuda’s disappearance, the graduate students in 

PERC’s master’s program included Kenjiro Niwa, who was in the same 
year as him, and Masanao Arai, who was a year junior. In the doctoral 
program, there was a student named Saito. At present, Saito works as a 
research associate at a private university in the city. The composition of the 


faculty and staff at that time was the same as it is now. 


Surprisingly, the documents concerning the decomposed body of Jun 
Masuda were not in the file Moe had borrowed. The police had ruled 
his death a suicide. Perhaps there were other documents. 


Has any information not been found that might suggest a motive for suicide 
...2 Moe was disappointed. 


At the end of the report, various lists like contact information for 
those involved, photographs, and ground plans were included. 


When Moe noticed, bright light was beginning to shine through the 
window. She checked the clock. It was a little before 5 a.m. 


I have managed to be able to skim through the report. 


Moe was reading the report while sticking small pink Post-It notes to 
sections with new information for her. Reviewing this from the 
beginning and transcribing it on the word processor would probably 
take her about an hour. Using a word processor was faster than 
writing by hand, at the very least. She still had plenty of time before 
the deadline to deliver it to her uncle’s house. Jumping off the bed, 
she spread the report on her lap and faced the computer on the desk. 
It was about time for Thoma to wake up and demand a walk. 
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A little before 4 p.m. on the Saturday, Moe knocked on the door of 
Associate Professor Saikawa’s office in the architecture department. 
Associate Professor Kita was already in the room, and a relatively 
small green wheeled suitcase had been placed there. 


Right after Moe entered the room, there was another knock on the 
door, and the tall figure of Research Associate Momoko Kunieda 
entered with a mail in her hand. 


“Kunieda-san, congratulations,” Kita said immediately. “Are you 
getting married?” 


“Yes,” Kunieda replied without even a hint of a smile. 
“What?! Is that true?” Moe exclaimed in surprise. 


Research associates didn’t attend classes, so there were few 
opportunities to meet undergraduate students. But since Moe started 
visiting Saikawa’s office, she had met Research Associate Kunieda 
several times. As fellow women, Moe had never known a woman as 
masculine as Kunieda. The fact that she was getting married was a bit 


surprising. 


Kunieda nodded slightly at Moe and left the room without saying 
anything. 


Moe and the two associate professors quickly left the room and 
departed in Saikawa’s old Civic. The roads were congested, but they 
had over two hours before the flight. Saikawa took the wheel, with 
Kita in the passenger seat. Moe was sitting alone in the rear seat. The 
car was abuzz with discussion about Momoko Kunieda’s wedding 
throughout the drive. 


“Sensei, why do you two keep saying such negative things about her?” 
After silently listening to the conversation between Saikawa and Kita, 
Moe was a little angry and spoke up from between the seats. 
“Kunieda-sensei is attractive to me ... Her husband should be a 
wonderful person, without a doubt. Recognizing Kunieda-sensei’s 
charm is what makes someone a great man. If I were a man, I would 
want to marry someone like Kunieda-sensei.” 


“So ... She is certainly popular among the female students,” Saikawa 
said, looking back at Moe. 


“That’s not the issue,” Kita said with a laugh. “It’s just that I don’t 
really understand her policy.” 


“Yeah, right.” Saikawa nodded. “I guess marriage is probably a 
smaller matter than moving for her ..., like buying a slightly more 
expensive coat.” 


“TIsn’t that a disrespectful way to talk about her?” Moe became angry. 


By the time the airport came into view, the three fell silent. Saikawa’s 
car made a right turn onto the national highway, approaching the 
airport’s entrance. 


“This time, I’m planning to walk around in various places ...” Kita said 
from the passenger seat. “I’ll call you, but I might not be able to send 
e-mails. I think I can send e-mails from the university over there, but 
receiving them might be impossible.” 


“If you give me a call, I’ll let you know the latest situation,” Saikawa 
said as he gripped the steering wheel. 


“Where are you staying in Canada?” Moe asked. 


“T’'m mostly in Toronto, but the conference will be in Ottawa,” Kita 
replied. “Well, it’s like relaxation ..., lasting for two weeks.” 


Moe was eager to talk about the report she had finished reading 
earlier this morning. But she had promised her uncle and couldn’t 
discuss it where Kita was present. 


The car safely arrived at the airport’s paid parking lot. Upon entering 
the airport building, Kita proceeded with the boarding procedures. 
With about thirty minutes to spare, the three decided to have some 
tea. They entered a café inside the airport, and they all ordered coffee. 
Their talk was entirely about topics unrelated to the PERC case and 
Research Associate Kunieda’s marriage. 


After a while, Kita looked at his watch, stood up, pointed at the slip, 
and said to Saikawa, “Well, put it on my bill.” Saikawa nodded. 


“Actually, after that, I came up with another idea.” Kita had a 
strangely serious expression. 


“Is it about that incident?” Saikawa confirmed, and Kita nodded. 
“Eh? What is it?” Moe asked, looking at Kita’s face. 


“Tt’s not time to talk about it yet,” Kita responded, averting his gaze. 
“You know, we don’t have enough time now. I’ll cool off and think 
about it in Canada.” 


Saying so, Associate Professor Kita raised one hand and leisurely left 
the café. Moe had been watching Kita’s back the whole time. 


“Aren’t you seeing him off to the boarding gate?” Moe asked. 


“Eh? Ah, we're so used to it, you know.” Saikawa replied. “Kita is 
relieved to be able to get away from Japan. He seemed quite mentally 
exhausted recently.” 


“Hmm ...” Moe sipped her coffee that became cold. “I wanted to hear 
Kita-sensei’s idea.” 


“He is relatively timid despite his appearance,” Saikawa said, leaning 
back in his seat. 


“What do you mean?” Moe asked. 
“Well,” Saikawa took a cigarette from his breast pocket and lit it. 


From the cafe’s window, they could see the runway. Bathed in the 
evening sun, the vibrant aircraft colors stood out like a postcard, 
leaving a striking impression. The two gazed at the miraculous 
mechanics of takeoffs and landings for a while. Come to think of it, 
inside the door of Saikawa’s office, there were several airplane photos 
pasted. He must be a fan of airplanes. However, Moe hadn’t heard much 


about airplanes from Saikawa until then. 

Moe stared off into the distance to the right side of the runway. 
That was the place where her parents had died. 

Moe deliberately cut off her thoughts. 


“Sensei, I have something I want you to see,” Moe broke the silence. 
She then took out a sheet of paper from her bag and handed it to 
Saikawa. It was something she had typed on a word processor in the 
morning. Saikawa held a cigarette in his mouth, looking smoky, and 
read it. 


“What do you think?” A while later, when Saikawa looked away from 
the print, Moe asked. 


“Umm, you mentioned it in your e-mail, though ... I’m surprised your 
uncle ended up showing you the report. How did you persuade him? 
Did you read it all? Maybe ... I’d better pretend I didn’t see that, 
right?” 


“The answer to the first question is ‘No comment.’ To the next 
question, ‘Yes.’ To the last question, ‘No.’” Moe answered. “I told 
Uncle that I would consult with Saikawa-sensei.” 


“What?” Saikawa showed a somewhat surprised expression, pressing 
his cigarette into the ashtray to extinguish it. “So, do I have to make 
some kind of comment?” 


He handed the print back to Moe. 

“Not necessarily, I think ...” Moe’s words trailed off. 
“That’s the way it’s going to be.” Saikawa glared at Moe. 
Moe was silent, thinking about how to explain. 


“Do you understand the difference between responsibility and a sense 
of responsibility?” Saikawa said after a while. 


“The number of words is different.” Moe made a joke on the spot. 
Saikawa did not laugh. 
“Tt’s a difference between whether it’s imposed or not.” 


Saikawa fell silent after saying so. He didn’t look at Moe. Moe stared 
at Saikawa’s expression intently. He lit the next cigarette. 


“Sensei, are you angry?” 


Saikawa didn’t respond. 


The two remained mostly silent in the place until they watched Kita’s 
plane take off safely. 


Chapter 8: The Frozen Adventure 
ie 


It was a holiday on Friday, September 15th, but Saikawa couldn’t 
remember what day it was. 


Saikawa had long been dissatisfied with the current calendar and time 
system. Why not make one hundred minutes an hour? Can’t we make a 
day twenty hours? If a month had twenty-eight days, exactly four weeks, 
there would be no need to constantly wonder which day of the week next 
month falls on. He especially disliked irregular days like holidays. If 
someone wanted to increase holidays, they could simply make a week five 
days. In this case, would they eliminate the names of Friday and Saturday? 
Saikawa took the liberty of thinking so. 


It was at 10 in the morning. Saikawa woke up and brewed coffee. 
There was no television or radio in his room. He also didn’t subscribe 
to any newspapers. What book should I read today? Saikawa thought. 


It had been about a week since Kita had left Japan. While Saikawa 
received several international phone calls from Kita, there was little 
reporting on the incident. The new information obtained from the 
report Moe had shown to him had to be kept secret from Kita. 
Saikawa detested such secrecy, making him even more reticent than 
usual. 


He powered on his computer and logged into the university’s system. 
Four new e-mails were waiting for him. Two were about the work 
with researchers in the same field at different universities. The third e- 
mail was in English from Kita, sent from someone else’s e-mail 
address, stating, “Reply not possible.” Probably, Kita had borrowed a 
terminal and account from a student at the University of Toronto. 
Naturally, he couldn’t write e-mails in Japanese since there was no 
Japanese front-end processor. Kita’s e-mail didn’t mention anything 
about the PERC incident. It was mainly about topics in Canada. The 
last e-mail was from Moe. 


This is Moe. 


I have reached a certain conclusion. 


Please listen to my story tomorrow or soon. 


Pll get back to you after a brief review tonight. 


The text of Moe’s e-mail seemed more serious than usual. It didn’t 
start with “It’s Moe.” like usual. 


Moe hadn’t come to Saikawa’s office since they had a slightly 
awkward time at the airport the previous Saturday. They exchanged e- 
mails every day. However, Saikawa was tired of talking about the 
murder case. 


What kind of story is she going to tell this time? She should probably give 
up by now..., Saikawa worried. 
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In the afternoon of the same day, Moe visited PERC after a long time. 


It was Respect for the Aged Day, a national holiday, but there were 
three students in the graduate student office: Shimoyanagi, Arai, and 
Kitaoji. Shimoyanagi answered the intercom and opened the door. The 
intercom was directly connected to the phone lamp in all the rooms. 


Moe had heard Research Associate Ichinose usually worked on 
holidays. However, she had been on a business trip to Kyushu for the 
past three days to attend a symposium with Professor Kikuma. 
Shimoyanagi informed Moe that they would return on Saturday, the 
following day. 


The deadline for the paper was approaching, so the graduate students 
were busy typing English text on their computer screens. Moe chatted 
with them for about thirty minutes and then left promptly. 


Closing the orange door of the graduate student office, Moe first 
headed to the main office. As expected, the door to the main office 
was locked. Of course, no one was in the main office. Moe then 
quietly retraced her steps down the corridor and entered the women’s 
restroom. Moe unlocked the crescent-shaped latch on the aluminum 
window. 


Upon leaving PERC’s entrance, the door closed immediately, and she 
heard the sound of it locking. 


A little after 9 p.m. on the same day, Moe parked her car near PERC 
and walked from there. 


She was wearing a black short-sleeved shirt, black jeans, and sneakers. 


She felt the touch of a penlight in her pocket. She approached the 
building. The guardhouse was illuminated, but fortunately, only one 
car was in the parking lot. It was probably the elderly guard’s car. 


She lowered her head and crouched as she approached the 
guardhouse. When she came right below the guardhouse window, she 
could hear the sound of a baseball broadcast from inside. She held her 
breath, moved slowly, and managed to pass through without making 
any noise. 


All the lights had been turned off inside the facility. 


Moe walked around to the backyard and approached the outside of 
the women’s restroom. Since there were only male students when she 
came during the day, the window must have been left unlocked. 


I hope it remains unlocked ... 


The aluminum sash of the window was a bit stiff, but it opened. She 
reached out with both hands, leaped lightly onto the window, and 
landed inside the restroom. 


The corridor was dark. There seemed to be no one in the building. 


The door to the graduate student office was not locked. Upon opening 
the door, the room was pitch dark. Perhaps due to the position of the 
night lights outside the window, the corridor was slightly brighter. 


Leaving the door ajar, Moe entered the graduate student office. The 
steel shelf she was looking for was at the far end of the room. She 
approached the shelf. 


She found the space containing the files and disks left behind by Jun 
Masuda. She took out the files one by one and checked the labels with 
the penlight, but most of them only had sequences of numbers. They 
were likely printouts of experimental data. Next, she took out floppy 
disks and examined the characters on the labels. Symbols, numbers, 
dates, and times were written in fine marker. The most used type was 
the 3.5-inch floppy disk. She checked about fifty disks, but not a single 
one had a label that made sense. They all had symbols on them. Most 
of them had numbers that seemed to be years, either 93 or 92. 


She found a floppy disk labeled “Masuda 1.” 


Moe walked over to Machiko Funami’s desk. It was because her seat 
was the neatest. All the computers in the graduate student room were 
Macintosh, far newer models than Moe’s. When she lightly pressed the 
switch on the keyboard, there was a loud sound as the power came 
on, followed by the beginning of the hard disk’s whirring. In the quiet 


darkness, the sounds and lights emanating from the machine were 
unusually prominent and sharp. While waiting for the system to boot 
up, Moe looked around. As the desktop appeared on the display, she 
inserted the floppy disk she had found earlier. A bit delayed, an icon 
appeared on the right side of the unnaturally bright screen. Moe 
moved the mouse on the desk with her left hand, maneuvering the on- 
screen pointer to the disk icon and double-clicking it. The screen was 
really dazzling. 


A new window opened. Inside the floppy disk, there were five folders, 
each labeled “Thesis,” “Reports,” “Seminar Materials,” “Plans,” and 
“Personal.” She chose the “Personal” folder to open. Inside, there were 
five items named “Letters,” “Faxes,” “Accounting,” “Memos,” and 
“Special.” She further opened the “Letters” folder, containing only 
three articles. 


Moe opened these text files one by one. In the first letter was a thank- 
you note from Masuda to a senior colleague at his future workplace. 
The date was August 1993. It was two years ago. The second letter 
seemed to be written to his friend, as Masuda mentioned returning to 
Mie Prefecture for a fall vacation. The recipient’s name was not 
mentioned, but it could be inferred from the content that it was a 
male friend from the same hometown. The date of this letter was 
September 1993. The last letter was also addressed to the same friend, 
and Masuda apologized for something. Since it was short, Moe 
couldn’t quite understand the meaning. It read, “By the way, I’m sorry 
I couldn’t meet your expectation about your younger sister.” It 
appeared that Masuda had declined some request from the friend in 
their hometown related to the friend’s younger sister. The date of this 
letter was October 1993. 


After some thought, Moe returned to the previous window and this 
time opened a folder named “Special.” Two files were named 
“Employment” and “Shika” inside it. 


Shika? 


There shouldn’t be any English words with this spelling. Is it in romanized 
form? 


What could “Shika” be? Is it referring to the animal, a deer? (Japanese 
world “shika” means deer in English.) However, if that were the case, it 
should be written in Japanese kanji characters. In fact, the other folder 
names are written in kanji. 


Moe opened the folder. However, the folder named “Shika” had no 
documents inside. 


It is strange that there is nothing in it. 
Did he delete it ...? 


Moe checked the information about the “Shika” folder. It was created 
in March 1993, with the last modification date in July 1995. 


July 1995? 
It was two months ago. 
That is, the person who deleted it was not Masuda himself. 


Moe also opened a couple of other folders but couldn’t find anything 
that could be a clue. 


She searched for and located the most recently modified files and 
folders. However, besides the “Shika” folder, all the records showed 
modifications two years before. 


Why was only the “Shika” folder modified two months ago? 
Who on earth did it? 


Examining all the contents on just one floppy disk would be quite 
time-consuming. Moe gave up inspecting it on the spot, removed the 
floppy disk in question from the Macintosh, and placed it in her shirt’s 
breast pocket. She securely buttoned the pocket. After shutting down 
the Macintosh using the mouse, the room plunged into darkness again. 
She remained there for a while until her eyes adjusted. 
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Moe stepped out into the corridor. The yellow doors to Professor 
Kikuma’s and Research Associate Ichinose’s rooms were locked. 


Moe thought of a way to somehow get inside and came up with an 
idea. Each door had a louvered grille at a low position for ventilation, 
secured to the door with six wood screws. If she could remove the 
part, there would be enough space for her small frame to pass 
through. If there were a Phillips screwdriver somewhere ..., Moe thought 
for a while. She might find the screwdriver in the laboratory. 
However, there was a possibility that the same part might have been 
installed on the inside of the door. In the end, Moe gave up on the 
idea since the task would take a lot of time. 


I wonder what I’m looking for, Moe suddenly thought. 
She had a clear purpose but no specific target to obtain. 


She impulsively acted upon the idea of finding something to support 


her hypothesis, even though it was purely imaginary. It could be more 
accurate to say that she was so surprised by the idea she came up with 
that she couldn’t sit still. 


Moe was beginning to regret her foolishness in acting like a thief in 
the middle of the night. 


But this disk has a meaning. 

Moe touched her breast pocket to check it. 
Ill leave now. 

I shouldn’t stay here too long. 


The contents of the “Shika” folder had been deleted, but Moe recalled 
what Saikawa had mentioned that even once deleted files could 
sometimes be recovered. 


However, at that moment, she felt a desire to see the laboratory again. 
No, I don’t want to see it but to be there. 


Maybe it is a simple curiosity that leads me to trace the psyche of the 
person who exhibited that abnormal behavior in my hypothesis, Moe 
analyzed herself. 


Moe walked to the laboratory. 
There is no particular reason. 


She knew it herself but wanted to go into the room alone, which she 
had not seen since that day. 


Her heart rate quickened slightly. 
In the pitch-black corridor, she was walking further down. 


In the beam of the penlight, a red steel door of an entrance loomed 
up. The door was not locked. 


She entered there. 
The place was even darker. 


More accurately, she couldn’t see anything apart from what the 
penlight illuminated. 


The inside of the laboratory was chilly, but fortunately the room 
temperature was not below freezing. 


She first entered the measurement room on the left. 


This door was also unlocked. The steel shelf by the wall had been 
returned to its original position. The room behind it, where Jun 
Masuda’s body had been found (Moe did not actually look there), was 
inaccessible from here. 


Moe turned back and then entered the preparation room on the other 
side. 


The scene from the night of the murder flashed through her mind 
soundlessly, like a balloon breaking in the distance. 


It is tranquil. 


The emergency exit was locked. The green glowing letters were now 
dazzling. 


Moe moved the feeble light of the penlight and looked around the 
room. There was no trace of the gruesome murder being committed 
here. The floor where Tamako Hattori had fallen was now clean. The 
desk was also tidy and more organized than when she had come here 
before. 


Moe then entered the loading room further in the back. 


There was nothing at the bottom of the stairs now. This room had also 
been tidied up. Moe directed her penlight overhead and looked up at 
the crane. 


Moe closed the door of the loading room. She descended about 
halfway down the stairs and sat there. 


She had the urge to contemplate in the pitch-black darkness for a 
while by turning off her penlight. She might had thought of 
conserving the battery a little. 


She even felt this silence was noisy. 


It was so tranquil that she could sense the movement of the air around 
her. 


Why did it come to this ...? 
Moe concentrated her thoughts, trying to figure it out. 


Since she couldn’t see anything, she didn’t know whether her eyes 
were open or closed. 


Could such a thing have been possible ...? Why did the situation turn out 
like this ...? 


She couldn’t be convinced. 


She couldn’t believe the idea she had come up with. 


It was a feeling of unease, like when she thought she had undoubtedly 
arrived at the answer to a math problem, only for the result to turn 
into a complex number. 


And, there is absolutely no evidence ... 
Somewhere, a faint sound was heard, and Moe flinched. 
Is it a mouse ...? 


She turned on the penlight, stood up carefully, and looked around the 
floor of the loading room. But she felt the sound had come from 
farther away. Moe beat the dust from her jeans with one hand. She 
walked up the stairs, opened the door quietly, and left the room. 


The preparation room was still dominated by the green light of the 
Emergency Exit sign. 


Again, Moe heard a sound. 
It’s closer than earlier. 
Is it the sound of something moving ...? 


Moe quickly scanned the inside of the preparation room with her 
penlight, but of course, no one was there. 


Moe held her breath for a while and listened attentively. 
The sound might have come from the laboratory. 
That’s bad ... Has someone returned ...? 


She considered running away from the emergency exit but stayed still 
for a moment, observing the situation. 


She sensed a continuous sound that seemed like just a tiny noise. 
Is it just my imagination ...? 
Are they the sounds of insects outdoors ...? 


Moe made up her mind, illuminated the exit door with the penlight, 
and slowly walked in that direction. She gently opened the door to 
avoid making any noise. As she returned to the laboratory, the 
buzzing of machinery became louder. It wasn’t the sound of insects. It 
was a noise she hadn’t heard earlier. 


What’s that? What’s that sound? 


Moe shone her penlight at the floor and headed toward the double 
door exit. 


Along the way, Moe peeped into the corridor through the window. 
The corridor was slightly brighter than here. No one was in the 
corridor. The light of every room was not turned on. It didn’t seem 
like someone had come back. 


Anyway, I should get out of here ... 


When she opened the heavy exit door, a giant spaceman was standing 
there. 
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Moe thought her heart had stopped. 
She might have screamed. 


The spaceman reached out toward Moe with the large hands. She 
managed to dodge it, but a shock ran through her shoulder. 


Moe instinctively turned off her penlight and retreated into the 
darkness, feeling her way. 


Moe stepped back in the direction she had been coming and 
descended the laboratory stairs as if rolling down them. On the final 
step, she lost her footing and tumbled down. 


She slammed her hands against the concrete floor. 
She could finally breathe. 

Who was that? 

There was a loud sound of a door closing. 
Footsteps were approaching from above. 


Moe, trying to make no noise, crawled in the dark toward the back of 
the laboratory. 


That spaceman ... 
No, that wasn’t a spaceman. 
That was a thermal suit. 


Someone was wearing a thermal suit. The thing that appeared in 
Moe’s penlight for a moment was definitely a thermal suit. 


Who was that? No way ... 


I can’t believe it. 
Moe collided with obstacles many times. 


Mo thought she had moved quite far, deep into the laboratory. Her 
outstretched hand touched something cold, like a pipe. As Moe groped 
around, she found several thick pipes. Moe found a narrow gap, lay 
down, and curled up there. 


Stay calm. Anyway, I should calm down... 
There was no sign of her pursuer following her. 


Maybe that guy just mistook me for a thief. No, that can’t be true. That 
person is wearing a thermal suit. The one also doesn’t turn on the lights in 
the laboratory. The guy doesn’t even talk to me. 


Moe calmed her breathing. 

However, she thought she was painfully lacking in oxygen. 

Moe felt her heartbeat make a sound. 

I hope this sound won’t be heard by the pursuer ... 

It should be okay unless I don’t turn on the penlight. 

In this darkness, my location shouldn’t be discernible to the pursuer. 
But if the pursuer were to turn on the room’s lights, what would I do? 
In this case, I would have no choice but to confront the adversary. 


Moe was skilled in aikido. Her shoulder hurt, but she didn’t seem to be 
injured. If the lights are turned on, I would manage to get ahead of the 
opponent and resist. Or should I shout loudly instead? Would that sound 
reach the guardhouse? It should probably impossible. It couldn’t be audible. 


Isn’t there anything I can use as a weapon ...? 


Moe searched the nearby floor but found nothing. Isn’t there something 
like an iron rod ...? 


Weapon? 
Does that person have a weapon? 
Knife. 


No, that guy didn’t have a knife. That person just pressed the hands 
against Moe. That was a strange attack. When she thought about it 
calmly, that was a poor attack. 


There was a clanging sound. 
The sound could be heard from quite a distance. 


The buzzing mechanical noise was heard again. That sound had been 
continuous. 


Is that guy the murderer? 
Definitely, it must be so. 
How does that guy know that I am here ...? 


Or was I being followed ...? Did that person lay in ambush inside the 
building ...? There were guards at the main gate. Did that person sneak in 
just like I did...? 


Moe heard the clanging sound again. 

What is that guy doing now? 

A very long time had passed since then. 

How much time has elapsed ...? 

It was a time without light or sound ... 

Moe’s breathing was still rapid. No changes occurred. 
Will it continue like this until morning? She thought. 

It is cold, she felt slightly. 


She should have been sweating. But since she was lying on the floor, 
her stomach now felt cold. 


She brought her hand close to her mouth and breathed on it. 
In fact, she was getting cold. 

That sound is ... 

Moe finally realized. 


That buzzing sound is that of the cooling system. I heard the same sound 
on that day of the incident. The room temperature has dropped quite a bit. 


That’s bad ... I should have worn a fur coat ... 
Moe tried to force a smile by coming up with a joke herself. 


Moe focused all her attention on her hearing, but apart from the 
mechanical buzzing sound, she couldn’t hear any other sound at all. 


Moe realized that the room temperature was rapidly dropping. 
Meanwhile, her fear was growing more and more. 

Her heartbeat was also increasing. 

What should I do? I can’t stay here like this. 

Why isn’t that person attacking me? 


Moe silently got up and changed her location. Whether her eyes were 
open or closed, it was the same pitch darkness. She couldn’t even see 
her own hands. If she tried to breathe quietly, she ended up lacking 
oxygen. It was difficult to breathe without making a sound. 


It’s severely cold ... 

Is that person planning to freeze me to death? 
Surely, that’s a smart way to do it, she thought. 
Perhaps that person may not have a weapon. 


Moe walked along the walls of the laboratory. It was really slow, step 
by step. She evaded the occasional obstacle by groping. To avoid 
tripping, she slowly put one foot in front of the other. 


Scary. Moe thought for a moment. 


No, she had never experienced this level of fear before. However, she 
was strangely calmer than when watching a horror movie. 


I have to get out of here somehow. 


Moe started losing feeling in her fingertips. It was because of the low 
temperature. 


My toes inside her sneakers were also cold. 
Freezing to death might be the most beautiful way to die? 


The buzzing machine noise continued. Besides that, she could only 
hear the sound of her own breathing and heartbeat. When she moved 
forward, she held her breath. She stopped and took a breath. Her body 
trembled from the cold. She felt her body getting heavier. 


How far have I moved? 


I must have advanced halfway through the laboratory. Can I turn on the 
penlight? Moe hesitated for a moment. That person might no longer be 
there. My body is getting cold. My nose is running. 


Should I go all in and try using a penlight ...? 
Moe suddenly bumped against a wall. 


I have reached the edge of the laboratory. Then, the stairs are on the 
opposite side. 


That person might be ambushing me at the exit. 
That’s the most likely possibility. 


Unless that person has an infrared camera, the guy shouldn’t be able to 
locate my position. The smartest way would be to ambush me at the stairs 
or the exit. 


Moe resumed moving along the wall. 


I can hardly feel my legs anymore. It’s difficult to walk without making 
noise. 


Moe repeatedly blew on her hand. 

Suddenly, her awareness waned slightly. 

My concentration is scattered. 

Other than the mechanical sounds, I can’t hear anything. 
It’s cold. 

The walls and the floor are cold, too. 

Her hands and feet throbbed with pain. 

I want to take a warm bath, she thought. 

Moe collided with the wall. 


Which meant, Moe had come very close to the stairs. She felt her way 
to the sloping floor of the stairs and bent down below it. 


What should I do ...? 
My whole body hurts. 
Moe placed her ear against the stairs from behind them. 


There was only the sound of mechanical vibrations and nothing else. 
It was so cold that Moe quickly moved her ear away. 


Moe made up her mind to climb the stairs. 


I will exit through the emergency door of the preparation room. 


Moe’s heartbeats grew even louder. 
However, it is also proof that I am alive. I’m still alive. 


Moe bent over, lowered her head, and ascended the stairs one step at 
a time. Her pace had become quite fast. I need to get out of here as soon 
as possible. Otherwise, I'll really die. I have been here for over thirty 
minutes now. That person was wearing a thermal suit. Why did the guy do 
SO...? 


Moe finished climbing the stairs. No one attacked her. 
Moe carefully searched for the door of the preparation room. 
Moe grabbed the cold doorknob. 


Her hand was freezing and painful. She couldn’t muster any strength 
in her hand. 


Moe tried to turn the knob boldly. However, it just wouldn’t budge. 
Lock? 

This door is locked. 

It was open a little earlier, though?! 

That person locked this door ... I heard some sound ... 

Was that the sound of this door being locked? 


So, that person made sure I couldn’t get out of here. From the beginning, 
the guy intended to imprison me here. 


If that’s the case, I have wasted time. 
Moe, now in a hurry, headed toward the exit. 
But the exit was also locked. 


From the laboratory window, she could see the corridor. The window 
glass was double-layered and seemed quite thick. The corridor was 
pitch dark, but she could see a faint glimmer of outdoor light seeping 
in. 

That person might not be here anymore. 

Moe, with determination, turned on her penlight. 

Nothing happened. 


As a precaution, she placed the penlight on the floor and moved away 


for a while, but no one came to attack her. 
While waiting, her consciousness suddenly started to fade. 


Her bodily sensations seemed to drift somewhere distant as if she were 
in a dream ... 


She shook her head to regain consciousness. 
It’s cold ... 


When she tried to move, her limbs hurt. Her head throbbed as if it 
were splitting. Her body felt so cold it could freeze. 


She couldn’t even shiver anymore. 


She had an idea, clutched the penlight, and headed toward the 
measurement room. 


She could hardly move her legs. It felt like her legs weren’t her own. 
Opening the door to the measurement room, Moe collapsed inside. 
I’m done for. I can’t move. 

Moe couldn’t get up. 

She wanted to fall asleep here. 

If I stay still, I won’t hurt. 

I’m tired. 

It might be time to give up, she thought. I should take a little nap ... 
The room was a bit warmer. 


Moe stood up. Her whole body throbbed with pain. Moe let out an 
involuntary yelp of pain. 


A laptop computer was there. 


When she powered it on, she heard electronic sounds and the hum of 
the hard drive. If she stayed in this room, she might be able to endure. 


First, I'll warm my hands with the laptop’s heat. 
Her body was shivering. 


The laptop’s display didn’t warm up. Still, Moe’s awareness became 
clearer. Moe sat on a cold chair and looked at the computer screen. 
Moe examined the contents of the hard drive. It was a DOS-based 
machine. Moe found telnet in the current directory. 


Moe’s numb fingers didn’t move at all. She couldn’t type on the 
keyboard correctly. She had to retype multiple times. 


Stay calm... 


Finally, telnet started up. Moe entered the address of the architecture 
department’s workstation. It took a while, but she managed to be 
connected. Moe typed her username “moe” and password, but even 
that task failed several times. 


who 


After typing it, Moe closed her eyes and prayed to God. 


A few seconds later, several lines of text appeared on the display. 
Among them, Moe searched for the name “saikawa.” 


There it is! 


Moe typed hastily. 


talk saikawa 


Her fingers pressed other keys, causing some trouble. On the third 
attempt, she finally managed to type correctly. 


Please ... Sensei, notice this ... 
There was no response. 
Please! 


How cold is it in this room? It’s definitely quite chilly, but it doesn’t seem 
below freezing. Yes, on the day of that incident, Machiko Funami was in 
this room for over an hour in her everyday clothes. 


Did they stay in such a cold place...? 


Moe shone a penlight on the room’s wall and found a digital 
thermometer. 


It’s 3 degrees Celsius. No, it has changed to 2 degrees. Also, an air 
conditioning controller was next to it. 


Oh, I can use the heating! 


I’ve been saved, Moe thought. 


Leaping to it, Moe pressed the main switch for the air conditioning. 
She waited for a while, but no change occurred. She pressed the 
button again and continued to push it repeatedly. 


She also tried pressing the room’s lighting switch. The lights didn’t 
come on either. 


No good ... The power must be cut off somewhere. 
Only the laptop was still working, thanks to the battery. 


Again, Moe touched the part of the computer’s battery. That part was 
slightly warm. 


talk saikawa 


Moe typed it once again. 
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Saikawa had been working in his office since the early evening. It was 
not uncommon for him to work on weekends to catch up on his 
accumulated tasks. He started by finishing the peer review work on 
the paper and then read the research committee’s study report 
halfway through. After 10 p.m., he decided it was time to go home 
and left his room once to go to the restroom. 


The cool autumn air flowed in pleasantly through the window and 
brushed against Saikawa’s face. He walked through the dark corridor 
to return to his office. Along the way, there were several rooms with 
lights on. When he got back to his room and was about to turn off his 
computer, Saikawa heard a familiar electronic beep sound. 


Oh... 


Saikawa thought he might have made some mistakes in his actions. As 
he closed the displayed windows and saved them one after another on 
the screen, a light purple UNIX terminal window appeared at the very 
bottom. 


logout 


Saikawa unconsciously typed it and was about to press the return key, 
when the text that had been displayed a few lines above caught his 
eye. 


New mail has arrived. 


Saikawa deleted the “logout” text with the backspace key, read the e- 
mail, and was surprised. 


sensei 
help 
confined 
laboratory 
killed 


The sender of the e-mail was Moe Nishinosono. Saikawa instantly 
recognized it from the mail address. It had just arrived moments 
before. 


talk more 


Saikawa typed quickly. He received her replies in turns. 


what happened 


help 


where 


laboratory perc 


why 


come quickly please 


Saikawa grabbed his car keys and rushed out of the room. He dashed 
down the stairs. Jumping into his Civic in the parking lot, he started 
the car, the tires screeching as he sped away. He ignored a traffic light 
at the intersection in front of the university. The rear wheels of the car 
slipped a little. He dodged other cars and signaled for them to back 
away. He also ran a red light. The sound of sudden brakes and horns 
echoed behind him. 


Saikawa gripped the steering wheel tightly and pressed down with his 
right foot even further. 
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In the darkness, someone was approaching Moe. 


Two red eyes were glowing. Moe heard some eerie sound like air 
rubbing something. 


Moe tried to step back. 


The door opened, and the figure entered the room, exhaling a cold, 
white breath. 


Moe had no escape route behind her. 
The sensations throughout her body were already fading. 


Ah, there’s a door behind this steel shelf ... If I remove all the books, I can 
move it ... She came up with the idea, but it was already too late. 


She couldn’t move her body. 

Two shining red eyes glared at Moe, and they seemed to be grinning. 
Its huge hands slowly rose and clasped together above. 

Moe saw something shiny in the hands. 

Is that a knife? 

Then, with just one white breath, the black shadow jumped at Moe. 
At the same time, she felt a sharp jolt of burning heat in her chest. 


She screamed. 


The heat in her chest spread throughout her body. 


Her body, which had been so cold, was now hot. 


Suddenly, Moe sensed a light that had not been there before. 
It was flickering. 

“Where am I?” 

High-pitched electronic sounds. 

Over and over again. 

Additionally, she felt rough and irregular vibrations. 

“Where is this place ...?” 


“In an ambulance,” Moe heard a gentle, familiar voice coming from 
close by. 


There was a warm sensation in her hand. 
With great effort, she managed to open her eyes just a little. 
I have a terrible headache. 


I am accustomed to headaches, but today’s is particularly severe. I feel as if 
I have a dinosaur-sized headache. 


“You’re saved now,” she heard the voice again. 


Moe suddenly sensed her eyes were getting hotter. Saikawa’s face 
appeared faintly close and then blurred again. 


“Sensei ...” 
“No worries,” It was Saikawa’s voice. 
Moe realized that her eyes were hot because of her own tears. 
Am I now crying ...? 
She tried to move her arm, but it was too heavy to budge. 
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When Saikawa’s car came sliding into PERC at an incredible speed, 
the two guards in the guardhouse were absorbed in listening to a 
radio broadcast of an extended baseball game. They leaped out of the 
guardhouse, startled to see Saikawa shouting out loud. Saikawa’s story 


finally reached them, and the three men headed for the entrance with 
the security system deactivated. As they entered the building, they 
turned on the corridor lights and ran. 


The laboratory was locked. One of the guards went to the main office 
to get the key. The two guards only had the key to the main office. 


Saikawa thought about breaking the glass to get inside and looked for 
something he could use. However, the window glass seemed quite 
thick. The glass was double-layered. Before Saikawa could find 
anything he could use, the guard returned with a bundle of keys. 


“The main office door was unlocked,” the guard reported. 
So, the culprit could have locked this door ..., Saikawa thought. 


They finally opened the double door and entered the low-temperature 
laboratory. 


They turned on the lights. 


No one was inside the laboratory. The guards tried to head toward the 
preparation room, but Saikawa ran to the measurement room on the 
opposite side. He thought a computer connecting to the network must 
have been in the measurement room. When Saikawa opened the door, 
Moe Nishinosono was lying on the floor under the table. The lights of 
the computer on the desk were off. 


When Saikawa took Moe up in his arms, she trembled once. Saikawa 
carried Moe out of the laboratory. 


At the time, Saikawa touched the laptop keyboard, but it had no 
reaction. It wasn’t in sleep mode. It was turned off. 


The ambulance arrived in five minutes. 


Oxygen inhalation was administered to Moe on the spot. Paramedics 
placed Moe on a stretcher. Saikawa rode in the ambulance, too. 


While en route to the university hospital in the ambulance, Moe 
briefly regained consciousness but soon fell asleep. Moe’s blood 
pressure had dropped significantly, but by the time they arrived at the 
hospital, it had slightly recovered. 


In the hospital waiting room, when Saikawa lit his fifth cigarette, 
Suwano and Shosuke Nishinosono had arrived with several police 
officers. It was about fifteen minutes after Saikawa had called them, 
and it was a little after 11 p.m. 


“She’s okay,” Saikawa conveyed the doctor’s words to them. “Right 


now, she’s sleeping in the intensive care unit. We’re not allowed to go 
into the room yet.” 


“This is my fault,” Chief Nishinosono muttered quietly. 
“Tt’s not anyone’s fault,” Saikawa said, but it was clearly self-defense. 
“Did she get injured?” Chief Nishinosono asked. 


“Her injuries were not significant. I heard a minor bruise on her 
shoulder and some scratches on her palm.” Saikawa reported. 


Chief Nishinosono sat on a bench, and Saikawa decided to explain the 
situation. Suwano, looking concerned, stood right beside them and 
was listening to their conversation. 


“She must have snuck into that facility to investigate something.” 
Saikawa analyzed Moe’s behavior. “When she entered the laboratory, 
someone locked it and turned on the cooling. Nishinosono-kun might 
have seen something.” 


“How did the guy lock the door?” 


“The door of the main office was not locked. The guy used the key in 
the main office. The key had been returned to its original place.” 


“Was there anyone in the laboratory?” Chief Nishinosono asked again. 


“Well, no one ...,” Saikawa replied. “I’m not sure. I’ve been the whole 
time with Moe ... I mean, Nishinosono-kun. So, I did not check inside 
the laboratory. But there were no lights on, and the security guards 
also said there shouldn’t have been anyone there. However, 
considering the security guards didn’t even notice her entering the 
building, their testimony isn’t reliable.” 


“Understood. I’ll have my men investigate right away,” Chief 
Nishinosono said so, got up, and then walked over to the police officer 
standing on the other side of the lobby. After talking to him for a 
moment, the police chief left to make a phone call. 


“Excuse me, Sir ...” Saikawa got up as if to follow Chief Nishinosono. 
“She had sought my help on the computer in the measurement room. 
However, when I arrived there, the power of that computer was off. It 
had been turned off.” 


“Ts that a problem?” Chief Nishinosono asked as he pressed the 
buttons on the phone. The police officer nearby was also looking at 
Saikawa. 


“At first, I thought the computer was in sleep mode, but I checked it. 


It had been shut down. There’s no way she would have turned off the 
computer herself in that cold.” Saikawa said. “Even a laptop provides 
some warmth. She should have used it for warmth.” 


Chief Nishinosono began talking to the person on the phone. 


“Please also check the fingerprints on the switch behind the laptop,” 
Saikawa added. 


Chief Nishinosono nodded at Saikawa and gave some instructions to 
the person on the phone. The police officer also rushed out of the 
lobby. Saikawa returned to the bench and lit another cigarette. 


“Why didn’t the culprit kill Moe?” As soon as Chief Nishinosono 
finished the phone call and came back, he muttered. 


“The culprit did not have the intention to kill her or think that she 
would die by leaving her alone,” Saikawa stated, referring to his 
imagination. “But the culprit would have noticed that she called for 
help on that computer. The guy must have recognized it by looking at 
the display. Therefore, I believe that the culprit must have escaped 
immediately.” 


“Did the culprit recognize it only by looking at the display?” Chief 
Nishinosono confirmed. “Is that something even an ordinary person 
could comprehend?” 


“At the very least, anyone using a computer should have realized that 
Nishinosono-kun had called for help on the network,” Saikawa 
responded. Then, he exhaled a puff of smoke slowly and thought 
about explaining a bit. “Nishinosono-kun e-mailed me this morning to 
inform me that she had reached some conclusion about the incident. 
Probably, she snuck into that facility to confirm that conclusion. I 
guess she visited PERC during the day and left the restroom window 
unlocked. Security reacts to the door, but the window is free from it.” 


“Does her coming to a conclusion mean that she knows who the 
murderer is?” Chief Nishinosono asked in a low voice. 


“Well, I don’t know about it. However, there may have been someone 
who was not happy about her investigating the case. It’s possible the 
guy was following her. Or did the person happen to see Nishinosono- 
kun sneak into that building? In any case, there was someone who got 
inside following her. I don’t know why the guy thought Nishinosono- 
kun was a dangerous person, though ...” Saikawa said so and put out 
his cigarette. 


“T was totally careless ...” Chief Nishinosono clucked his tongue. “I 


didn’t realize that that girl had been so involved in the investigation 
of the case ... Well ..., it’s my fault for not thinking that far.” 


“No, sir. This is my fault. I sincerely apologize.” Suwano, standing 
beside them, opened his mouth for the first time. After that, the three 
men fell silent. 


Chapter 9: The Locked Room They Were Led To 
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The following morning, around the time the sun had risen high, Moe 
regained consciousness. Her blood pressure and pulse had already 
returned to normal. The doctor reassured everyone that she was okay 
but recommended a ten-day hospitalization as a precautionary 
measure. 


Saikawa and Shosuke Nishinosono spent the night in the hospital 
waiting room. Suwano had followed Shosuke Nishinosono’s 
instructions and returned home. Saikawa and Shosuke briefly 
discussed the incident, but both of them soon dozed off. As dawn 
broke, Shosuke made a few phone calls, then left the hospital around 
8 a.m., leaving with the words, “I’ll be back.” Three police officers 
were still present. 


Saikawa made a phone call to Research Associate Kunieda in his 
office. He couldn’t even shave, and all he managed was buying and 
drinking canned coffee from the hospital shop. He disliked canned 
coffee, but he was not in a position to complain. There was no money 
but loose change in his pocket. After the brief police interrogation, the 
nurse told Saikawa that he was allowed to enter Moe’s room. 


Moe had been transferred to a private room on the sixth floor. When 
Saikawa entered the hospital room at 11 a.m., a nurse accompanied 
Moe. She lay on the bed, wearing loose white clothes, staring upward, 
but quickly opened her eyes. 


Saikawa smiled at Moe. 
The nurse left the room. 
“Sensei, I apologize,” she spoke. Her voice was hoarse. 


“Well ..., you should,” Saikawa responded, placing his hand on his 
nose. “The incident for which you should apologize did happen ... I 
admit. But, well, You were lucky not to get any serious injuries. That’s 
truly fortunate. Your uncle was here until just a while ago. He said it’s 
his responsibility.” 


“Ah ..., How should I apologize to my uncle?” Moe closed her eyes. 
Saikawa sat on the chair beside the bed. 


After a while, Moe opened her eyes. “Does my voice sound strange?” 


“No, it’s husky and charming ... Can we talk?” Saikawa asked. 


Moe talked about the events of the night before. It wasn’t her usual 
pace. It was slow from start to finish. She broke in through the 
restroom window. She found a floppy disk in the graduate student 
office and read its contents. She had a fearful experience in the 
laboratory. However, she said she didn’t remember anything after 
being able to contact Saikawa on the computer in the measurement 
room. 


“Did you switch off your computer?” Saikawa asked. 


“I have no idea ... I don’t remember it.” Moe shook her head. Then, as 
if some thought had just occurred, she continued. “I dreamed that 
someone came into the room and stabbed me with a knife. Yes, the 
figure wore that thermal suit ... Its eyes were glowing red ...” 


“Tt was a dream,” Saikawa said gently. 
“Where are my clothes?” Moe asked, looking around. 
“No, I heard you need to stay in the hospital for a while.” 


“That’s not what I mean, but it’s the floppy disk. It’s in the left breast 
pocket of my shirt ...” 


Moe’s clothes were placed on the shelf next to the bed. When Saikawa 
searched, he found her car key and a penlight in the pocket of her 
jeans, but there was nothing in her shirt pocket. 


“Didn’t you drop it?” 


“That’s strange, I don’t think so ...” Moe frowned. “I remember 
fastening the button properly ...” 


“In my estimation...” Saikawa spoke after a moment. “The guy who 
attacked you should have taken it. That person must have also 
switched off the computer at that time.” 


Moe shuddered. “If so ..., the culprit returned to the laboratory while I 
was unconscious?” 


“T guess so.” Saikawa raised one side of his mouth a little. “I see, 
which means it was more important to the culprit than killing you.” 


“How could something so important be in a graduate student office 
that anyone could get into?” 


“You know who the murderer is, don’t you?” Saikawa said. “You also 
have an idea who attacked you, right?” 


“Right. But ...” Moe nodded and looked down. Then she turned her 
gaze toward the bright window. Saikawa stared intently at Moe’s 
profile. 


“Who do you think the culprit is?” Saikawa asked. 
“The same idea as Sensei’s,” Moe replied without looking at Saikawa. 


“My idea?” Saikawa let out a sigh and chuckled. He stood up and 
walked toward the window. Maybe he moved into Moe’s line of sight 
since she was looking in that direction. “I don’t think about anything. 
Honestly, I’m fed up with this case already.” 


“Why?” Moe said in a stern tone. Her voice was hoarse, making her 
sound like a different person. “It’s a lie that you’re fed up with it. Why 
don’t you speak honestly?” 


“Tt’s because I can’t understand the truth,” Saikawa replied candidly. I 
can’t comprehend it at all.” 


“Cannot comprehend?” 


“Yeah. I can’t comprehend the answer,” Saikawa said, looking away 
and gazing outside the window. The weather was fine, and it looked 
hot outside. 


“Even though you know the answer?” 
“Maybe ...” He shrugged and admitted. 
When Saikawa turned around, Moe was smiling happily at him. 


“Anyway, that’s horrible ...” Saikawa said after a moment. “When I 
think about the psychology of the killer, I get chills down my spine. 
This is a really special, unique psychology. When I think about how 
such a thing came into being, I again feel incomprehensible. I can’t 
explain the actual situation at all. In short, it’s insufficient. Moreover, 
it might just be a misunderstanding. You know, the back of the back is 
the front.” 


“The back of the back is the front?” Moe brought her upper body up 
from the bed. 


The nurse returned to the room. She laid Moe back down on the bed 
again. Saikawa had to leave. 
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On the same Saturday morning, Rika Ichinose boarded a plane 
heading from Kyushu to Nagono. Professor Kikuma and she were 


supposed to return on the same plane, but the professor suddenly 
changed plans and returned to Nagono the day before. Since the day 
before was the final day of the academic meeting and Ichinose had to 
preside at a lecture, she couldn’t return with Professor Kikuma. 
Therefore, only she boarded the plane as originally scheduled. 


Ichinose was in a seat by the window. A gray notebook computer 
rested on her lap. But since its use was prohibited during landing, she 
had it closed for now. The familiar scenery outside was gradually 
becoming larger. At Nagono Airport, due to the direction of the wind, 
planes usually take off and land toward the sea during summer. 
However, this day, perhaps due to an approaching low-pressure 
system, the wind direction was opposite, and the plane was 
approaching from the direction of the sea. 


The plane was flying right above N University’s campus. The white 
buildings of PERC looked small amidst the distant mountains. Of 
course, Ichinose had yet to know that Moe Nishinosono had been 
attacked at that location the night before. 


Rika Ichinose arrived at Nagono Airport without any problem and left 
the airport at 10:30 a.m. She headed toward the city in her car, which 
she had parked. She stopped by a convenience store once to buy a 
lunchbox. As her car entered the parking lot of PERC, a police car was 
seen leaving. There were also several police officers outside the gate. 
She parked her car. Since it was Saturday, only one other car besides 
her vehicle was parked in the parking lot. 


Two elderly guards were at the guardhouse. 


“Good morning,” Ichinose greeted them in a low voice. “Have police 
officers been here? They seem to be doing something outside as well.” 


“Ichinose-sensei. Last night, a serious incident occurred, really ... I 
heard about it from Mukai-san, who I just relieved.” The guard who 
came out of the guardhouse responded. He was Ogawa, who had 
difficulty walking. The other guard inside the guardhouse was a man 
whom Ichinose did not know by name, younger than Ogawa. “It was 
last night ... You know ... She also came that day, you know ... A 
female student. She was slim, beautiful, well ..., and wore flashy 
clothes. Don’t you remember her?” 


“Tt’s Nishinosono-san, right?” Ichinose said. 


“Yeah, right ... I heard she’s the daughter of the deceased university 
president ... Yeah ... She drove a gorgeous car, didn’t she? It was a 
4000 cc one. That car was ... If |remember correctly ... Don’t you 


know about it?” 


“Did something happen in Nishinosono-san?” Ogawa’s story is long, so 
Ichinose urged him on. 


“She was almost killed. In this facility ...” 
“What?” Ichinose was surprised. “Was she almost killed?” 


“Well ... I did not see it myself either. It’s just what I heard from 
Mukai-san, so I don’t know the details. She was attacked by someone 
inside this building and ... He said she was locked in the laboratory. 
You know, that man ... I mean, he’s a thin, messy-haired professor 
wearing glasses. He’s from the architecture department ... You know 
him, right? That professor came to help her ... Oh, is he Saikawa- 
sensei? I wonder how she managed to contact him ... That’s why it 
was a Close call. Really ...” 


“No way ... How come?” Ichinose asked. “Who attacked her? Is she 
okay?” 


“T heard she was taken by ambulance,” Ogawa said slowly. “Just 
earlier, two detectives came by ... and were investigating inside the 
building. The police are currently searching around this facility. 
Ichinose-sensei, please be careful. I mean, especially when working 
alone at night. Well, we intend to do our job properly, though ...” 


“Ts anybody inside the building?” Ichinose asked. 


“No, Sensei, you have come here first today,” Ogawa replied while 
getting back to the guardhouse. 


Ichinose felt a sense of unease. 


She headed toward the entrance and entered the building. The 
corridor was a little hot. There was no sign of anyone in the main 
office. 


When she reached the front of her office, Ichinose glanced briefly 
toward the laboratory. She took her key from her bag, unlocked the 
electronic lock, and entered the room. 


She locked the door from the inside. Placing her travel bag on the 
chair, she first turned on the computer on the desk. While it booted 
up, she changed her clothes. Then, she left her office on a whim. 


She pulled open the red steel door of the laboratory and stepped 
inside. Despite the cooling not being operational, the room was quite 
cool. 


She glanced around the laboratory, but everything seemed normal. 
It was quiet. 
What on earth happened here? Ichinose wondered. 


Approaching the door to the preparation room, she reached for the 
knob. It was locked. 


It made Ichinose’s heart beat fast. 
The blood drained from her head. 
Why? Why is this door locked? 


She stepped outside for a moment and turned on the lights in the 
laboratory. She glanced into the laboratory again through the 
window. 


Ichinose returned to her office and took a key from the desk drawer. It 
was the key to Professor Kikuma’s office. Ichinose had been entrusted 
with spare keys to Professor Kikuma’s and Associate Professor Kita’s 
offices. 


Ichinose stepped out into the corridor from the yellow door and 
opened the door to Professor Kikuma’s office right next to it. 


Of course, there was no one in Professor Kikuma’s office. She opened 
the top drawer of the professor’s desk. There was a bunch of keys 
inside. A small Post-it note was attached to the key bundle. 


Ichinose hurried back to the laboratory. She entered the cold room 
and rushed to the door to the preparation room. She knew which key 
from the key bundle was for the door. She was able to open the door 
and enter quickly. 


She first turned on the room’s lighting. No one was in there. After 
scanning the room briefly, she walked to the back. Then, she reached 
the door leading to the loading room. 


She pushed the lever and opened the heavy door, entering the dark 
interior. She pressed the switch on the wall for the lighting. 


When Ichinose saw the object, she couldn’t breathe. 
She recognized immediately what it was ... and who it was ... 
It was obviously not alive ... a man’s figure ... 


The man’s red-gray face ... 


It was her boss, Professor Kyosuke Kikuma. 
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A woman’s scream was heard. 


It was when Masanao Arai parked his motorcycle in the parking lot 
and walked toward the guardhouse. 


From the guardhouse, Shozo Ogawa and the other guard emerged. 
Arai stopped and put his hand on his round glasses. Once again, they 
heard the scream. The three of them exchanged glances. 


Then, the three headed toward the entrance in silence. Ogawa was the 
slowest due to his limp. They got through the entrance, and Arai 
headed to the right. 


“TIchinose-senseeei!” Ogawa shouted loudly from behind. 


Arai knocked on Research Associate Ichinose’s office. Upon opening 
the door, nobody was inside. The computer was on, and her travel bag 
was on the chair. 


“The lights in the laboratory are on.” Behind Arai, the other guard 
shouted. 


The three rushed into the laboratory. 


Nobody was in there. They immediately moved to the right, opening 
the door to the preparation room and stepping inside. 


Research Associate Ichinose was crouching in the back on the left. 
“Oh ...” She raised her voice. Her face was pale. 

“What happened? Sensei!” Ogawa arrived late and asked. 
Ichinose didn’t respond. 

With trembling hand, she pointed at the door in front of her. 


The three men rushed over and pushed open the door to the loading 
room. 


“What the?!” Arai exclaimed. 
“No way!” Ogawa uttered next. 
The lighting in the loading room was on. 


The room’s floor was lower than the position of the door, and there 
were stairs to the left. 


Professor Kikuma was lying on his back in the same place where 
Kenjiro Niwa had collapsed a month earlier. 


It was an unnatural color, neither purple nor gray, that could hardly 
be considered the color of a human face. It was a human expression 
that Arai had never seen before. His eyes were slightly open. The 
professor was wearing a shirt and slacks. He did not wear a tie. On his 
thick neck, a black discoloration could be seen. 


Arai could not gaze at it any longer. He felt sick and nauseous. 


Ogawa was limping down the stairs and observed the body from 
nearby. Arai walked out the door and returned to Research Associate 
Ichinose, who was crouching there. 


“Sensei, are you okay?” Arai asked Ichinose. 
“Yoshino-kun. Police! Call the police!” Ogawa was shouting loudly. 
The colleague guard rushed out of the room. 


Arai took a deep breath and once again entered the loading room. 
There was nothing unusual in the room besides the dead body of 
Professor Kikuma. Ogawa was standing by Kikuma, lying at the 
bottom of the stairs. 


Arai found himself glancing at the shutters. Of course, the shutters 
were down to the very bottom. These shutters had already been 
repaired. 
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This case was sensationalized as a new murder case at PERC, the 
engineering department of N University. Naturally, it was given 
greater coverage than the previous case. The news that a professor of 
a national university had been murdered was a hot topic by itself and 
had a significant impact. It was reported as top news on both 
television and newspapers in the evening of the day of the incident. 
The PERC locked-room murder case was thus once again spread 
throughout Japan. 


Professor Kyosuke Kikuma changed his travel plans and returned from 
Kyushu to Nagono by plane one day earlier, on the evening of the 
15th, Friday, the day before the incident. He took a taxi from the 
airport and arrived home around 6 p.m. The taxi driver who drove 
him was quickly identified. Mrs. Kikuma was visiting her friend’s 
house on this day and was not at home when Professor Kikuma 
returned. She came back home around 8 p.m. after the professor had 
left. She told the police that she thought her husband had gone out to 


eat somewhere. The reason for Professor Kikuma’s early return was 
unknown. Research Associate Ichinose also did not know the reason. 


Kyosuke Kikuma was estimated to have died between 2:00 a.m. and 
4:00 a.m. on Saturday, the 16th. The cause of death was asphyxiation, 
and there were wire marks on his neck. It was the mark of being 
strangled with strong force. The wire was found near the shutters of 
the loading room, opposite the body. It was a thick metal wire that 
matched the clear marks left on the body. There were no suspicious 
fingerprints or other traces, but the surrounding circumstances ruled 
out suicide. 


When Research Associate Ichinose found Professor Kikuma’s body 
around 11:30 a.m., the door between the preparation room and the 
laboratory was locked. Also, the emergency exit of the preparation 
room was locked from the inside. The key was in the professor’s 
office, which Research Associate Ichinose used to open the 
preparation room. She had a spare key to the professor’s office. 
Another key to the professor’s office was found in the pocket of his 
dead body. The key to the preparation room was also found in the 
main office, but the main office was locked. (The guard had locked the 
main office after Moe Nishinosono was rescued the night before.) 
Neither the professor’s office nor the main office showed any signs 
that someone had illegally entered the doors or windows. Therefore, 
there was no escape route for the murderer other than the electric 
shutters. However, the shutters were in front of the guardhouse, less 
than ten meters away. 


In the guardhouse were Mukai and the other temporary worker. They 
did not return home after midnight because of the incident, in which 
Moe Nishinosono was attacked, and worked all night until they were 
replaced by Ogawa and Yoshino at 8:00 a.m. Those two guards did 
not see the shutters open. They claimed they would not have 
overlooked if the electric shutters were working. 


Also, shortly after the ambulance carried Moe Nishinosono out, 
around midnight, more than a dozen detectives and police officers 
arrived in police cars and patrolled the research center. In addition, 
forensic workers carefully examined the measurement room where 
Moe had been attacked, but no suspicious fingerprints were found on 
the switch of the computer in question. The preparation and loading 
rooms were locked, so the detectives did not enter the rooms. This 
decision was an obvious mistake. The police investigation was 
directed to the outside of the building, as they naturally assumed that 
Moe’s attacker had escaped to the outside. A detailed investigation 
inside the building was to take place the next day. 


The detectives and forensic workers who had been examining the 
interior of the building pulled out at around 2:00 a.m. Two detectives 
came to investigate the interior of the building again at around 10:00 
a.m., but this time they did not enter the loading and preparation 
rooms in question. When they finished re-examining the measurement 
room and left PERC, they passed Research Associate Ichinose’s car at 
the gate. 


This crime scene reported as “Professor Kikuma’s locked-room murder 
case” was not strictly a locked room. It was possible to get out by 
opening the electric shutters and pushing the descent button. The two 
old men in the guardhouse could have been asleep. The mass media, 
however, treated this as a “locked-room murder case” in an 
exaggerated manner. This fact drew attention once again to the 
murder of two graduate students a month earlier, and during a press 
conference question, the police were finally forced to admit that the 
doors were locked in that case as well. 


The following week’s article in a weekly magazine was titled “Three 
Locked Rooms and Four Bodies” as wordplay. There was no doubt that 
the site where Jun Masuda’s body was found was also a locked room, 
but the police had announced that it was a suicide. Nevertheless, the 
article was published. 


Television stations ran special programs on the N University PERC 
case on the Sunday following the incident. A scale model of the PERC 
building was made, and dolls were placed where the four victims (as 
they were called on television) were found. Former police officials and 
criminal psychologists were invited as guests in the studios to offer 
various theories about this unusual case. The most common opinion 
was that there must be a secret loophole somewhere. Others 
responded in earnest that some divine spiritual force was at work. It 
was also mentioned that there used to be a small shrine on the site 
where the research center was built. The seer said that the murderer 
was the same person. However, he could only give a very vague 
account of the motive for the murder. 


Moe was watching the programs on the hospital bed. She had placed 
the portable LCD television, brought by Suwano, by her pillow. The 
news special that began at 8 p.m. had already been airing for an hour. 


Chief Nishinosono and Associate Professor Saikawa were seated beside 
the bed. They had been specially permitted for visitation outside of 
regular hours. Chief Nishinosono showed no interest in watching the 
television. Saikawa said he was going to smoke and went out into the 
corridor. 


“Tt seems that the fact I was attacked is being kept a secret, right?” 
Moe said in a bright voice as she watched TV. Her voice sounded as 
normal as ever. 


“Of course,” Chief Nishinosono replied grumpily. “But things have 
become troublesome.” 


“What are you talking about?” Moe tilted her head. 


Chief Nishinosono groaned but did not respond. Uncle is displeased by 
the noisy mass media starting to stir. Moe understood that. The media 
would only interfere with the investigation and never solve the case, which 
must be what he wants to imply. 


“Can you tell me something?” Chief Nishinosono murmured to Moe. 
“About your opinion ...” 


Moe pretended to be engrossed in the television program, ignoring her 
uncle’s voice. 
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Saikawa returned to the patient room. Upon entering, he opened the 
refrigerator nearby and peered inside. 


“Sir, would you like something to drink?” Saikawa asked. 


“Is there something available?” Chief Nishinosono showed some 
interest. 


“Well, we have cola, Calpis, and oolong tea,” Saikawa responded. 
Saikawa had brought the cola here himself. 


“No, thank you,” Chief Nishinosono said. 


Moe stole a glance at her uncle’s slightly disappointed face. He seemed 
to have mistaken there being alcohol. There couldn’t possibly be such 
a thing in the hospital. 


“Can I have some cold tea? With ice, please,” Moe said to Saikawa 
while watching TV. 


“Tce? Ice, huh ...” Saikawa reluctantly took out an ice tray from the 
freezer and put some in a glass. “I thought you were tired of ice, 
though.” 


“Eh, what?” Moe pretended not to hear. 


“Umm, it’s nothing,” Saikawa said, bringing a glass of oolong tea over 
to Moe. “Here it is ...” 


Moe took a sip of the cold tea. Saikawa then returned to the 
refrigerator to make his own drink. 


“Uncle, was Kikuma-sensei indeed strangled to death?” Moe asked his 
uncle. It was when the TV went to commercial. 


“I have heard so. However ..., there were marks that were close to 
suicide,” Chief Nishinosono was slurring his words. “Maybe he was 
hanged.” 


“Hanged?” That was new news to Moe. 


“There was a railing on the stairs. The culprit put a wire around his 
neck and hoisted him up from there,” the police chief explained. 
Saikawa seemed interested and approached with a glass in his hand. 
“He was left hanging for quite a long time as it was ... The forensics 
determined that.” 


“Kikuma-sensei weighed about eighty kilograms,” Saikawa said. “Were 
there any marks left on the handrails of the stairs?” 


“No, it hasn’t been found.” Chief Nishinosono answered. “Perhaps, he 
might have been killed somewhere else.” 


“How long was he hanging?” Moe asked. The TV had finished 
commercials, and the program had resumed. Moe was more interested 
in hearing about her uncle, so she turned down the volume. 


“T don’t know, but it was probably more than five to six hours. In any 
case, he hadn’t been lying there since he died. That’s for sure.” 


“Even if the culprit brought him in, they wouldn’t be able to do so 
without being seen by the guards, right?” Saikawa said. 


“T entered that room, let’s see, at around 10 p.m.,” Moe said, recalling. 
She had been sitting in the darkness for a few minutes at that time. 
She was sitting on the stairs in the loading room. A few hours later, in 
the same place ... 


“Was there any fingerprints on the wire?” Saikawa asked. 


“Nothing ... It was a metal wire, the kind with several thin wires 
twisted together. Moreover, it was covered with a sticky oil. We could 
not take fingerprints. The same oil was on the victim’s neck.” Chief 
Nishinosono explained. 


“How did Kikuma-sensei get there?” Saikawa questioned again. 


“His car was found. It was on the driveway outside the gate ... a little 
away from PERC,” Chief Nishinosono continued. “We don’t know 


when he entered the building. There were no witnesses.” 


“T wonder why he didn’t he pull into the parking lot.” Saikawa shook 
his glass, and the ice made a sound. 


“No fingerprints other than those of Professor Kikuma and his wife 
were taken from the car, but ...” Chief Nishinosono said. “Maybe he 
came with someone. He didn’t want to be seen with the person, so he 
got out of the car before the parking lot ... or maybe he was called by 
someone. It was late, and he didn’t want to be seen entering the 
research center, so he slipped under the gatehouse window. Just like 
Moe did ...” 


“Tf anything, it’s probably the latter,” Saikawa said immediately. 


“T agree,” Chief Nishinosono nodded. “Someone called Professor 
Kikuma and invited him in through the emergency exit of the 
preparation room. It’s the same method as the previous incident. The 
culprit was probably the one who had attacked Moe. The guy had 
been hiding in the preparation room for a long time. I absolutely 
regret not having the people sent there investigate the preparation 
room at that time ...” 


“Hmm, I admit the plot sort of makes sense.” Saikawa shook his glass 
again. 


“What’s it?” Moa asked Saikawa. 
“What do you mean?” 


“Sensei, what are you drinking?” Moe pointed at the glass Saikawa 
was holding. The liquid inside the glass was of a peculiar color. It was 
a light brown, clearly not cola. It wasn’t oolong tea either. 


“Ah, this drink ...” Saikawa finally seemed to notice it. “I mixed Calpis 
with cola. It’s called Cupid. Nishinosono-kun, shall I make one for 
you?” 


“That’s disgusting,” Moe squinted one eye and waved her hand. 


“By the way, sir, how do you think the culprit escaped?” Saikawa 
quickly redirected the conversation. 


“The culprit exited through the shutters. That’s the only possibility,” 
Chief Nishinoso replied. 


“Without being spotted by the guard, right?” Saikawa confirmed. 


“The killer had been there for a while. The guy was in that loading 
room. Anyway, the murderer left Professor Kikuma hanging for a 


while. I don’t know what the guy was doing for five hours. Maybe the 
culprit was waiting for the guards to leave. It is also possible that the 
guy opened the emergency exit and peeped in the direction of the 
guardhouse. Before that, the police were also hanging around the 
area. The killer was probably looking for a chance to escape. 
Eventually, however, the criminal locked the emergency exit from the 
inside. The perpetrator raised the shutters, pressed the down button, 
and quickly exited. That is our view.” 


“Sir, are you saying the culprit waited until dawn? Why would the 
criminal do that?” Saikawa asked while drinking Cupid. “Also ... the 
guy should have escaped through the emergency exit. Right?” 


“T think the culprit wanted to do the same thing as the previous case,” 
Chief Nishinosono answered while thinking. “It must have been a 
meaningful method for the perpetrator. Murderers’ behavior is often 
difficult to understand.” 


“In the previous case, the shutters didn’t move,” Saikawa said. “It’s 
not the same as before.” 


“Right. That’s a different point, though ...,” the police chief choked on 
his words. 


“The murder weapon is also different,” Moe said from the bed. “Why 
didn’t the culprit use a knife?” 


“Okay, okay, let’s stop there.” Chief Nishinosono stood up. “I have to 
go back now. I’m leaving. Saikawa-sensei, how about you?” 


“Well ... then, after drinking this, I’ll also leave.” Saikawa said, raising 
the glass. 


“Tl come again tomorrow evening,” Her uncle approached Moe and 
said gently, then left the patient room. 


The remaining two fell silent for a while. The sound of the TV was 
barely audible. 


“Tt’s almost lights-out time,” Moe said, glancing at the clock and said 
to Saikawa. 


Saikawa finished his drink. In Moe’s glass, more than half of the tea 
still remained. 


“We’ve been back to the furidashi (starting point of Japanese board 
game), right?” Moe said, turning off the TV. 


“Furidashi, huh ...” Saikawa looked to be in a good mood. 


“Right, we are off the mark,” Moe said, closing her mouth with a 
serious expression. 


“That must be about your hypothesis, right?” Saikawa murmured in a 
low voice. He went to wash his glass. Then he put on his jacket and 
started getting ready to leave. 


“Hey, Sensei. Could you stay here a little longer, please?” Moe 
hurriedly asked. She wanted to talk a bit more. 


“That’s a polite way to put it. Why? Do you want to be coloring a 
picture?” 


“Coloring a picture?” Moe’s mind went blank. 
Coloring a picture? 


The same words echoed repeatedly. She didn’t understand the 
meaning of his words at all. 


“Sorry, sorry. It’s just a joke.” Saikawa laughed. 
“Joke?” 
“Tt doesn’t mean anything. It’s sophisticated because it’s meaningless.” 


Moe felt her blood boiling in her head. She had fallen for Saikawa’s 
senseless joke. 


“Ridiculous!” Moe exclaimed, letting out a thud as she leaned back 
against the pillow. “It’s only 9 p.m. Really ... I can’t sleep at this hour, 
seriously!” 


“Good night, Nishinosono-kun. I’ll come again tomorrow evening,” 
Saikawa said, then left the room. 


Moe hurriedly jumped off the bed and dashed to the door. 


Moe opened it slightly. She saw Saikawa’s back walking down the 
hallway. 


When she noticed, a large young man in plainclothes was sitting alone 
right beside the door, looking at Moe. He was the detective assigned 
to guard her. 


The large man grinned as he looked at her. Moe smiled back as 
gracefully as she could. 


Chapter 10: Intruding Melancholy 
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Two days later, at 11:30 a.m. on Tuesday, Saikawa went to the airport 
to pick up the friend. 


Associate Professor Kita’s scheduled return was on Saturday of that 
week, but it was changed due to Professor Kikuma’s incident. Kita 
returned without words. 


In Saikawa’s Civic, the two of them headed straight for the residential 
area on the outskirts of Nagono City. Saikawa briefly explained what 
had happened in Kita’s absence. He had already told him most of it 
over the phone. 


They arrived in a quiet suburban town, where even the shopping 
center seemed new. Professor Kikuma’s funeral took place at the 
professor’s residence in this town. Saikawa and Kita attended the 
funeral, which started at 1 p.m. The casket was carried out at 2:30 
p.m., and the approximately two hundred attendees began to leave 
gradually. Research Associate Ichinose, Technical Officer Hachikawa, 
and Yokogishi, an office clerk, were at the reception, and Nakamori 
and Suzumura, dressed in black formal attire, could be seen. There 
also seemed to be several police personnel present. 


The students gathered in an adjacent vacant land, now used as a 
parking lot. As Saikawa and Kita walked toward them, everyone 
lowered their heads without words. 


“Kita-sensei, when did you come back?” Funami Machiko, wearing a 
black miniskirt, asked in a husky voice. 


“This morning,” Kita replied while lighting a cigarette. “I’m still jet- 
lagged.” 


“What’s going to happen to us from now on?” Wakabayashi, in a suit, 
asked. The vocalist of the punk rock band looked quite fitting in the 
suit. 


“What do you mean’?” Kita asked. “Are you referring to your research 
guidance?” 


Wakabayashi, the petite figure, nodded. 


“Well, we will consider it gradually,” Associate Professor Kita replied, 
looking down. 


“Everyone, have you had lunch?” Saikawa asked. He himself hadn’t 
eaten anything since morning. “If you guys are okay, why don’t we go 
somewhere together?” 


All five students exchanged glances and nodded in agreement. 


Next to the nearby shopping center, there was a family restaurant. 
When a Civic from Saikawa and a sedan driven by a student pulled 
into the parking lot, it was almost 3 p.m., and the lunch service hours 
had already ended. They took seats at a large oval table. 


Arai, wearing round glasses, was dressed in a black formal suit. He 
made some jokes that amused the other students, but when he was 
silent, he frowned nervously. Shimoyanagi and Kitaoji, dressed in gray 
suits, hardly spoke at all. Shimoyanagi only asked Saikawa once about 
Moe Nishinosono’s condition. Wakabayashi didn’t order any food, just 
a drink. Machiko Funami seemed the most composed. The topic of the 
incident never came up during the meal. 


When everyone except Wakabayashi had finished eating their 
hamburger steaks or spaghetti, Saikawa and Kita almost 
simultaneously took out cigarettes and lit them. Seeing this, Kitaoji 
and Wakabayashi discreetly took out cigarettes as well. Perhaps due to 
the time of day, the restaurant was sparse. Popular rap songs sung by 
Japanese artists were playing, but Saikawa didn’t know the titles of 
those songs. 


“T have a strange thing to ask you guys,” Saikawa broke the silence. 
“There are discs in the graduate student office left by the late Masuda- 
kun, right?” 


“Right,” Arai responded. 
“Who was using those discs?” Saikawa questioned. 


After looking around, Arai answered on behalf of the group. “It was 
Niwa-san. You know, that experimental stuff was Niwa-san’s topic ... 
Why do you ask about it?” 


“Has anyone among you ever looked inside those disks?” Saikawa 
inquired. 


All the students looked at each other again and remained silent. It 
seemed none of them had any idea. 


“What does the word ‘shika’ mean?” Saikawa switched to another 
question. 


It was the name of the directory (folder) Moe said she had seen that 


night. It was in the “Special” folder of the “Personal” folder of the late 
Jun Masuda’s 3.5-inch floppy disk. Moreover, the contents of the 
“Shika” folder had recently been erased. The floppy disk, which Moe 
had tried to take out, was now gone. 


“Shika? You said ‘shika’?” Arai twisted his head. “The ‘shika’ means 
animal deer?” (The word “shika” in Japanese means deer.) 


“Do you guys have any idea what the term is? I mean, in the 
computer-related field ...” Saikawa asked. “It was written ‘shika’ in 
Roman.” 


“That’s one of their registered names.” Surprisingly, Kita answered 
right in front of Saikawa. 


“Eh? What do you mean?” Saikawa turned his attention to his friend. 


“In our course, UNIX account names are derived from animals,” Kita 
explained. Then he looked at the students and said. “Was there 
anyone with the name ‘Shika’?” 


“Well ..., as far as I know, there are no such people.” Arai shook his 
head. 


“Kikuma-sensei’s account name is ‘Kuma.’ Ichinose is ‘Risu,’ probably 
because it is similar to her name Rika ... She is a small and cute 
squirrel,” Kita explained. “My account name is ‘Fox,’ derived from 
Kita-kitsune.” (In Japanese, “kuma” means “bear,” “risu” means 
“squirrel,” and “kitsune” means “fox.”) 


“Oh, can the account name be in English?” Saikawa said. “It’s a forced 
complication. I guess that’s how it works almost everywhere ...” 


“Ideally, the spelling should be shorter,” Kita said while putting out 
his cigarette. “We approve account names as long as they are easily 
associated, memorable, and short in spelling.” 


“Were there any students registered under the name ‘Shika’?” Saikawa 
asked. 


“We never knew the ‘Shika’ guy.” This time, Shimoyanagi said. 


“Tm ‘Panda’.” Arai continued. “Shimoyanagi is ‘Yagi,’ Kitaoji is ‘Tora,’ 
Wakabayashi is ‘Neko,’ and Funami is ‘Funa.’ (Japanese word “yagi” 
means goat, “tora” means tiger, “neko” means cat, and “funa” means 
crucian carp.) 


I see. Saikawa thought. Shimoyanagi and Funami are named based on 
their names, while the other three are named based on their physical 


characteristics. “What were Niwa-kun and Hattori-san’s account 
names?” 


“Niwa is ‘Wani’ and Hattori is ‘Hato’.” (In Japanese, “wani” means 
crocodile, and “hato” means pigeon.) 


“If so ..., what was Jun Masuda-kun’s account name?” Saikawa 
continued asking questions. 


“Masuda-san’s is ...” Arai remembered slightly. “So, he’s ‘Masu.’ It’s 
the ‘masw’ fish.” (In Japanese, “masu” means trout.) 


I see, they’re doing quite well, Saikawa thought. 


“If you come to our class, your account name will be ‘Sai,’ fittingly 
so,” Kita said, looking at Saikawa. (In Japanese, “sai” means 
rhinoceros.) 


“The name ‘Sai’ had a precedent. He was a senior who used to be here 
before. He graduated from the doctoral course, and his name was 
Saito,” Arai said promptly. “Once an account name has been used, no 
one else can use it anymore.” 


“Well, finding names will gradually become more difficult in the 
future,” Saikawa expressed some concern. “Does anyone associate the 
name ‘Shika’ with someone?” 


Everyone shook their heads. 


“Who manages the PERC workstations?” Saikawa asked another 
question. “Who is ‘Root’?” 


The name “Root” was the login name of the UNIX system 
administrator (superuser). 


“Tt was Niwa-san,” Arai answered. “So, we’ve been through a lot. 
When such an incident happened ... we didn’t know the password for 
‘Root.’ Traditionally, doctoral course students are assigned the role of 
‘Root,’ but since Niwa-san is gone, I suddenly became responsible. For 
the past month, I’ve been studying hard, grappling with manuals 
nonstop.” 


“So, is Arai-kun currently serving as ‘Root’?” Saikawa asked, and Arai 
nodded uncertainly. 


“Tchinose-sensei and Hachikawa-san have been teaching me various 
things, though ...” 


“What about Hatchikawa-san? What’s his registered name?” Saikawa 
asked. 


“His is ‘Hachi’.” (In Japanese, “hachi” means bee.) 


“Can I touch it a little from now on?” Saikawa said to Arai. “That is, 
the host machine of PERC.” 


Arai looked toward Associate Professor Kita. 
“Do you have any ideas?” Kita asked Saikawa. 
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Saikawa, Kita, and the five students returned to PERC a little after 4 
p.m. 


They decided to use Arai’s Macintosh as their terminal in the graduate 
student office, because only Arai knew the “Root” password. The three 
male students, Shimoyanagi, Kitaoji, and Wakabayashi, quickly 
changed into plain clothes, and Wakabayashi left, saying he had 
something to do. Arai was still in his suit, only his jacket was 
removed. Machiko Funami was still dressed in black. Saikawa and Kita 
both took off their jackets and loosened their ties. 


They launched telnet from Arai’s computer and accessed the 
workstation, which served as the host machine for PERC. They said 
the actual machine was located in the professor’s office. First, Arai 
handled the operation. But since it seemed he wasn’t very familiar 
with the UNIX system, Saikawa took over midway. 


There were a total of four workstations at PERC. They were all 
interconnected through file sharing, where data and other resources 
were shared over the network. Among them, two were extremely fast 
HP machines primarily used by Kita for numerical calculations. These 
two machines were physically located in Kita’s office. One of the other 
two was an older model machine, but it was still active enough with 
its RISC CPU. It was situated in the professor’s room and served as a 
counterpart for most terminals and PCs on the local network. 
Compared to the machines Saikawa used in the architecture 
department, all performed better. The fourth machine was a server 
equipped with a twenty-gigabyte RAID hard disk. Its main unit was 
located in Research Associate Ichinose’s office. 


When Saikawa first searched for user registrations, the “Shika” user 
was indeed registered. The user registration had no description such 
as a real name. Also, the “Shika” home directory was located deep 
within a very obscure directory and seemed intentionally hidden. Arai 
admitted that he hadn’t noticed it before, of course. The students 
gathered around where the display could be seen. 


Saikawa searched through past log files and examined records of 
“Shika” logging in. The most recent entry was around 11 p.m. on the 
15th of the previous week. It was during about the same time as the 
night when Moe Nishinosono was attacked. Saikawa traced back 
through the log files and searched with “Shika” as a keyword. A list 
spanning several screens was quickly generated. 


“Quite fast,” Saikawa said happily while typing on the keyboard. “It 
feels good to use a fast computer.” 


The list was arranged in chronological order, from the most recent 
time to the past. Each line represented one instance of usage. 
Recently, “Shika” had been logging into the system for approximately 
an hour almost every day, all late at night. Going back further, it 
started on the 12th of August, the previous month. It was the day after 
the initial incident. Before that, meaning before August 12th, the 
frequency of usage wasn’t very high. It was about once every two 
weeks. Upon further examination of the list, a significant amount of 
usage was recorded in 1993. The oldest record was from March 1993. 
Two years prior to the present, that year saw frequent usage between 
August and December, with “Shika” logging into the system about 
once every three days. 


There was no “Mbox” file, which is where e-mails accumulate, in the 
“Shika” home directory. There were no special files either. Saikawa 
also looked for the spool file for unread e-mails, but it didn’t exist 
either. The file where e-mails sent to “Shika” should have been stored 
when someone sent them was currently absent. This meant that at 
least for the past three days, nobody had sent any e-mails to “Shika.” 


In the list, it was also recorded where “Shika” entered this system 
from. All entries were from external nodes, logging in via telnet from 
the university’s computer center. There were no records of direct 
access from terminals such as personal computers and no records of 
access from PERC workstations. However, computer networks have 
the capability to traverse between different systems sequentially. 
Based on this information alone, it was not possible to determine the 
location of the terminal being operated by “Shika.” 


“Who on earth is this guy?” Kita said. He had unconsciously lit a 
cigarette on the spot. Upon realizing this, Machiko Funami went out 
into the corridor and returned with a floor-standing ashtray from the 
lounge. Kita noticed it and apologized, “Ah, sorry. Thank you.” The 
graduate student office was actually supposed to be non-smoking. 


“Ts someone accessing this server from the outside?” Shimoyanagi 
asked from behind. 


“You can access computers from anywhere, you know. Especially since 
this guy is officially registered, it’s easy to get in,” Saikawa said, 
leaning back in his chair. Then he glanced at the ashtray and also lit a 
cigarette. 


“The one who registered ‘Shika’ was the ‘Root’ at that time,” Saikawa 
said, exhaling smoke. “That was over two years ago. Who was the 
‘Root’ back then? Was it a student of a doctoral course who is no 
longer here? Or, was it the person you just referred to as ‘Sai’?” 


“No, Saito-san was not good with computers ...” Arai answered. “At 
that time, it was Masuda-san who served as the ‘Root.’ If I remember 
right ..., it was from his first year in the master’s program. You know, 
Masuda-san was a computer genius.” 


“So, has Niwa-kun been the ‘Root’ ever since Masuda-kun went 
missing? Saikawa confirmed. 


“That’s right. He has been for the past two years.” Arai admitted. “The 
persons who served as the ‘Root’ have died a series of strange deaths, 
right? I have a bad feeling about it.” He said with a bitter smile. No 
one laughed. 


“Which means, Niwa-kun might have known who ‘Shika’ was, right?” 
Saikawa emitted smoke again. 


“T wonder ...,” Arai responded ambiguously. “I didn’t notice that. But 
Niwa-san was knowledgeable about the system, so maybe ...” 


After putting out his cigarette, Saikawa resumed typing on the 
keyboard for a while. 


“Tve been had,” Saikawa clucked his tongue after a few minutes 
passed. 


“What’s wrong?” Kita asked. 


“This ‘Shika’ guy has been granted authority as the ‘Root’,” Saikawa 
said, looking at Kita’s face. “The guy can view all files. I mean, the 
‘Root’ one can read anyone’s files, including all e-mails.” 


“You mean, our e-mails were being read by the guy?” Kita was also 
pressing his cigarette into the ashtray. 


“The guy might have read the e-mails Kita had received. At least, it’s 
possible,” Saikawa nodded. Then, suddenly, he had an idea. He turned 
back to the screen. 


No way... 


Saikawa logged into the domain server of the architecture department. 
He then examined the login logs. It took him about ten minutes to sift 
through the vast list. Then, he searched for the keyword “guest.” The 
term “guest” referred to unidentified users from outside. When he 
displayed the created list on the screen, he found that “Guest” had 
been logging in every night since the 9th of this month. Before that, 
there were hardly any “Guest” logins. 


September 9th ... 
That was the day Kita had left for Canada. 


In that case as well, the guy’s entry point was the university’s 
computing center. He didn’t know anything further. Saikawa felt a bit 
flustered and quickly switched to telnet on his workstation in his 
course. Upon investigation, he found that there was also a record of 
“Guest” intrusion at almost the same date and time on this end. Why 
haven’t I noticed it until now? 


“TIsn’t ‘Guest’ supposed to have no permissions at all?” Kita asked, 
glancing at the screen from the side. 


“Of course, yow’re right ...” Saikawa nodded. “But the duration of stay 
is too long. Despite not being able to do anything, the guy stayed for 
over an hour. And it’s been happening consistently since you left for 
your business trip to Canada. Every night, late at night ... What could 
this guy possibly be doing?” 


“Was reading e-mails the guy’s purpose?” Kita asked Saikawa in a 
hushed tone. 


“Probably.” Saikawa nodded slightly. “Why don’t we go smoke in the 
corridor for a bit? It’s not good to smoke here.” 


Saikawa typed on the keyboard and systematically exited several 
systems. Then, he grabbed the floor-standing ashtray with both hands 
that Machiko Funami had brought earlier and headed out into the 
corridor. Kita followed suit. Students were discussing something 
among themselves on the spot. 


“What’s wrong?” Kita lit a cigarette. 


“Well ...” Saikawa whispered so that the students in the graduate 
student office couldn’t hear it. Both of them remained standing. “It 
was certain that the guy read e-mails the three of us, me, you, and 
Nishinosono-kun, were exchanging. When you worked in this facility, 
the guy infiltrated the system here as ‘Shika.’ The ‘Shika’ guy can read 
all the e-mails you receive.” 


“You might be right, though ...” Kita said, looking upward. “We hadn’t 
really been talking about anything important, had we?” 


“After Kita had left, the guy then infiltrated the system of my course 
in the architecture department.” Saikawa lit a cigarette as he said that. 


“And?” 


“T haven’t told you until now, though ... After you had left, 
Nishinosono-kun sent me an e-mail with quite dangerous information 
about the case. She had read the police report,” Saikawa said, 
recalling. 


“What did she write?” Kita’s expression turned serious. 


“For example, last Friday, on the day she was attacked ...,” Saikawa 
explained. “She wrote that she had reached a certain conclusion about 
the case.” 


“Would that be the one peculiar to Nishinosono-san, you know ... her 
hypothesis again, right?” Kita said. “Or has she truly grasped 
something?” 


“No, in the end, she said the idea was wrong. It was before Kikuma- 
sensei was killed, after all. Still .... don’t you think it is enough as a 
reason for the culprit to attack Nishinosono-kun?” 


“Tt’s a plausible story.” Kita nodded. “But if so ..., how did the guy 
manage to read your e-mails? In the system at Sohei’s place, ‘Shika’ 
isn’t the ‘Root.’ It’s just ‘Guest.’ There’s no way the one could read 
others’ emails. Could you do it?” 


“No, I shouldn’t be able to. I have no idea. I don’t even imagine how I 
could do it.” 


“Tf you can’t do it, then I can’t either. No one else could do it either.” 


“What about Hachikawa-san?” Saikawa asked. “He worked in the 
computer center before coming here, right?” 


“That’s what Nishinosono-san wrote in the e-mail.” Kita pointed out. 
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Around 7 p.m. on the same day, Saikawa and Kita visited Moe 
Nishinosono’s patient room at the university hospital. 


Kita handed over the present he had bought in Canada for Moe. As for 
the souvenir for Saikawa, it was the usual one carton of Japanese 
cigarettes. Honestly, for Saikawa, that was the most delightful thing. 


Moe excitedly expressed her gratitude for the present as she 
unwrapped it. Inside were leather gloves. “Wow, it seems like you 
knew I'd go through this kind of trouble,” Moe said with a smile. 


For a while, Kita talked about his travel to Canada. Most of the stories 
were about the nature near Ottawa. He also talked about incidents 
like not being able to communicate in English after crossing a bridge 
in the city and how he only ate Japanese food in Tronto. 


A little before 8 p.m., Chief Shosuke Nishinosono entered the patient 
room. He looked at Associate Professor Kita with sharp eyes. Saikawa 
introduced them to each other. Then, the conversation turned to the 
hacker named “Shika” discovered earlier that afternoon. Moe also 
listened silently to the conversation. 


“T don’t understand well, though ...” Chief Nishinosono said when 
Saikawa finished speaking. “Sensei, what is the meaning of ‘entering 
the computer’ you said?” 


“To ‘log in to a system’ means to be in a state where you can access 
services within that system,” Saikawa explained. “Even if you’re not 
physically in front of the machine, as long as it’s connected to the 
network, you can access the services of that machine from anywhere 
in Japan or even anywhere in the world. It’s like sitting in front of the 
machine, typing on the keyboard while looking at the screen. You can 
do it from anywhere as long as the network is connected ...” 


“Ts it possible even if someone else is using the machine at that time?” 
Chief Nishinosono asked. 


“Yes, sir. UNIX systems are multi-user, meaning they can handle 
multiple clients or several individuals simultaneously. For instance, 
even when I’m using this machine in my room, someone far away can 
log in to this same machine. Unless I’m specifically paying attention, I 
won’t even notice that the person has logged in,” Saikawa explained. 


“Umm, well ... okay. Then ...” Chief Nishinosono moved on to the next 
question. “The e-mail exchange between Moe and Sensei might have 
been read by the culprit, is that correct? And because of that, do you 
believe the culprit followed Moe?” 


“Right ... It’s highly likely,” Saikawa asserted. “I’ve brought out a 
printed list. This could be evidence, right?” 


“Ah, yes, yow’re right,” Chief Nishinosono accepted the thick stack of 
paper Saikawa took out from his bag. “Actually, there are limited 
people who can do such a thing. It could be a graduate student or a 
staff member ...” 


“That’s not true,” Moe said. “Anyone could do it, Uncle.” 


“Sensei, do you think so, too?” The police chief asked Saikawa, having 
heard his niece’s opinion. 


“T don’t know, but it’s certain that the deceased Masuda-kun and 
Niwa-kun were acquainted with this culprit. After all, ‘Shika’ is 
registered in the PERC computer system. Judging from the name 
‘Shika,’ it’s likely someone close to the staff at that facility. At PERC, 
there’s a custom of assigning animal names to their associates. Once 
registered, anyone can access that computer by simply entering a 
password. Furthermore, ‘Shika’ has been granted ‘Root’ privileges. 
This is no ordinary matter. Even if ‘Shika’ lacks significant technical 
skills, the guy can still intercept all e-mails reaching that research 
center. But ...,” Saikawa paused for a moment. “But it’s highly unlikely 
for someone to intercept e-mails within the system of my course. I find 
it hard to believe anyone could do such a thing.” 


“Saikawa-sensei’s office is always left unlocked,” Moe, sitting on the 
bed, remarked. “What if someone entered Sensei’s office and tampered 
with something?” 


“That’s possible,” Kita chimed in. “One could secretly install a 
program to copy e-mails received by Saikawa to another file and 
activate it. If someone can access a machine while Saikawa is logged 
in, then it’s possible.” 


“Ummn ...,” Saikawa bitterly admitted. “I always have my computer set 
up as a terminal, and UNIX remains open all day long. Indeed, as you 
say, it is possible.” 


“The culprit could have done it while you went to the restroom,” Kita 
said. 


“Ts it possible even for graduate students?” Chief Nishinosono asked. 


“Tf the person is reasonably knowledgeable about computers ..., it’s 
possible, sir,” Kita answered. 


The conversation paused there. Saikawa walked to the corner of the 
room, took out some drink from the refrigerator, and poured it into 
four glasses. Everyone was having oolong tea on the day. 
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Before long, Chief Nishinosono began speaking with determination. 


Initially, having Kita present might have concerned him, but the 
police chief seemed to have trusted him. It was probably because 


Kita’s alibi of being in Canada during the incident was flawless. 


“In fact, it turned out that the culprit used the crane in that loading 
room to hang Professor Kikuma.” The police chief said. “Yesterday, I 
told you that the guy used the handrail on the stairs, but it was easier 
to use the crane. The crane was the kind that was motorized and could 
be moved in either direction at the ceiling. It could be operated by a 
child with the push of a button.” 


“Where ... Where was the control switch for the crane?” Saikawa 
immediately asked. 


“Tt hangs from the crane itself. A small box with control buttons hangs 
from the crane body on the ceiling. If you hold and operate it, you can 
keep up with the crane’s movement. The killer strangled the professor 
from behind with a wire. After the professor passed out, the murderer 
connected that wire to the crane and lifted it up.” 


“Did the guy then lower it again?” Saikawa felt the situation was 
unnatural and pointed it out. “The guy didn’t leave it dangling ...?” 


“Right. There is no doubt that the murderer hung the body as it was 
for hours, based on the condition of the body. However, the culprit 
might have remembered to look for the professor’s belongings or 
something else. The guy moved the crane and lowered the professor’s 
body at the bottom of those stairs. Or maybe the killer hung it up at 
that spot ...” 


“Where was the crane positioned?” Saikawa asked. 


“The crane was near the shutters. It was on the opposite side of the 
room. The wire were also found underneath it.” As the police chief 
was explaining, the other three were listening intently. “So ... we can 
say the murderer deliberately moved an empty crane to the other side 
of the room after unloading the professor’s body. However, because 
the crane was on the other side of the room, we did not notice that the 
murderer used it at first.” 


“Can’t the sound of that crane be heard from outside?” Saikawa 
questioned again. 


“We confirmed that it’s a new type of crane, so the sound doesn’t leak 
outside. That electric shutters are the same. It can work quietly,” Chief 
Nishinosono replied. 


“Was there no fingerprint left?” Moe questioned this time. “On the 
crane’s control buttons?” 


“They had been wiped off,” the police chief said. “There were traces of 


them being wiped off with oil. Many oil-soaked rags scattered around 
the room. The culprit must have used one of them.” 


“At that time ... when I saw it, the crane was in the middle of the 
room,” Moe said, looking up at the ceiling. She explained that she had 
shone a penlight on the dark ceiling and spotted the crane in that 
room on that night. 


“The culprit attacked Kikuma-sensei from behind ...” Kita said after a 
short pause. “The guy had to be quite tall to do that.” 


“Right ... The same can be said of Kenjiro Niwa’s case. He was tall, 
too,” said the police chief. 


“Isn’t it possible that both Niwa-san and Kikuma-sensei were bending 
down?” Moe pointed out. 


“That possibility exists, but as the murderer, well ..., it seems a 
difficult situation.” Chief Nishinosono glanced at his niece. “I guess ... 
Are you suggesting that the culprit placed something on the floor to 
distract the victim into bending down? Do you think the perpetrator 
would expect such uncertainty?” 


“Wasn’t their shoelaces untied?” Moe didn’t give up. 
“No, neither of the cases was.” The police chief shook his head. 
It was time to turn off the lights. 


The three men had to leave the patient room. Fortunately, Moe’s 
recovery was faster than expected, and if the results of the final 
examination the next day were good, she could be discharged 
immediately. 


Saikawa drove Kita to his apartment building. 


Kita looked sleepy inside the car. He had just returned to Japan that 
morning. Existing the car in front of his apartment, Kita raised his 
hand without saying anything. 


It was after 10 p.m. when Saikawa arrived at his apartment building. 
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After taking a shower, Saikawa drank a cola. 


There was neither a TV nor a radio in his room. The only thing he had 
for listening to music was a Walkman. 


After a little thought, Saikawa inserted a cassette tape into the 


Walkman and listened to music. 


It was a continuous, monotonous electronic music. The cassette tape 
was his favorite Roxy Music, which he had been listening to 
repeatedly for many years. The sound was already quite distorted. 


He lit a cigarette and focused. 


In the middle of the music, he got up just once to turn off the room 
lights. It was simply because he thought it was a waste of electricity. 


He sank deep into the sofa, his eyes wide open. 
Yes, it was Kikuma-sensei’s face at that moment. 
Finally, Saikawa remembered it. 


It was when Tamako Hattori entered the preparation room ..., in other 
words, when the difficult valve switch was being performed. The 
reason he felt something weird, he now understood. 


Professor Kikuma’s expression was not normal. 
At that moment, what was Kikuma-sensei looking at? 


There was a sharp electric sound, and the cassette tape reversed. The 
monotonous music on the B-side began. 


Saikawa stacked and arranged the playing cards in his mind. 
One by one. Gently and carefully. 

However, they soon collapsed. 

Why did that person take such a risk? 

Isn’t that something unimaginable under normal circumstances ...? 


There must be something I still don’t know. Another calm Saikawa 
muttered. 


But even if I were to find out, what difference would it make? Another 
Saikawa said. 


We cannot deny the truth. 

Yes, this is the truth. 

There’s no other possibility. 

There can’t be any other possibility, can there ...? 


When Moe was attacked and when Professor Kikuma’s body was 


found, Saikawa discovered a contradiction in his hypothesis. Moe said, 
“We’ve been back to the furidashi (starting point).” She was right on 
target. Perhaps Moe had reached the same conclusion ... 


“The same idea as Sensei’s.” 
Saikawa remembered Mo’s words. 
Yes, it was back then. 

At that time, the words she said were ... 


On the night Moe snuck into the research center, the “Shika” guy 
entered the computer. It was shortly after the guy had attempted to 
kill her. 


The back of the back is the front. 


So ..., those weren’t Moe’s words. They were Saikawa’s own words. 
Somehow, unconsciously. 


By repeating danger, safety is attained. 
Is such a situation possible? 

Did the culprit think that far? 

Why? 

Why ... 


After the cassette tape completed its cycle, the same song started 
playing again from the beginning. 


Saikawa returned to reality and took a sip of cola. He noticed sweat 
trickling down his forehead. 


Slowly, he lit a cigarette. 


He had been aware since childhood of his tendency to enter this state. 
There was no outward change. No one could notice Saikawa’s shift 
unless they observed his gaze very carefully. 


However, Saikawa occasionally fell into this peculiar mental state. For 
him, it felt like nothing but madness. Another self, distinct from the 
one exercising calm judgment, suddenly emerges. He shouts loudly in 
Saikawa’s ear. He wears a fierce expression. He rampages, stomping 
his feet and provoking Saikawa. The other, shrinking, composed self 
desperately tries to maintain Saikawa’s outward composure. He can 
smoke, he can walk. Still, the one dominating his thoughts is the 
raging self. Most of his thoughts are controlled by him. He thinks 


quickly. He calculates quickly. He judges quickly. He doesn’t hide his 
emotions. And he shouts loudly. Continuously tapping Saikawa’s back, 
he demands something. Such a state would typically last for about 
thirty minutes. 


Hurry up! 

He was yelling now. 

But Saikawa deliberately moved slowly. 
Do it right now! Saikawa! 


He lay down on the sofa and closed his eyes again. The loud voice in 
his ear didn’t seem to stop. 


Saikawa stood up again and walked to the desk. He turned on the 
computer. Normally, Saikawa would light a cigarette while waiting for 
the system to boot up. But this time, he didn’t. 


Saikawa typed on the keyboard and logged into the computer in his 
office. He checked the e-mail address for PERC. Since he always e- 
mailed Kita, it was easy to find. 


Saikawa wrote an e-mail to “Shika” at PERC. 


This is Saikawa. 


The method you used is obvious. 
However, your motive is incomprehensible to me. 
Before you turn yourself in, please explain it to me. 


If there is a valid reason, I will keep silent. 


Saikawa resolved and sent the short e-mail. 


Then, he moved to discard the half-empty can of cola and retrieved a 
canned beer from the fridge. It had been chilled for guests. He drank it 
all in one go. That was highly unusual. 


Saikawa’s mind returned to normal within a few minutes. 


Under the influence of alcohol, Saikawa began to feel dizzy. He lay 
down on the sofa. 


However, at that moment, he could clearly visualize the face of the 
person who would be reading the e-mail he had just sent. 


Chapter 11: The Vague Tracking 
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The following morning, Saikawa woke up on the sofa a little after 10 
o’clock on Wednesday and hurriedly went to work. Upon arriving at 
the office, he read the mail and faxes placed on his desk, but there 
were no urgent tasks in particular. He efficiently prepared the 
materials that needed to be ready for the afternoon classroom meeting 
and tackled the work one by one, which had accumulated over the 
past few days. The wind was strong outside, and the weather was 
terrible. While the cool breeze was pleasant, he couldn’t open the 
window because papers might fly away. According to students’ 
conversations, a typhoon seemed to be approaching the Kii Peninsula. 


As Saikawa left the room to go to the cafeteria around noon, Kita was 
coming up the stairs in the corridor. He was dressed in a suit with a 
tie. 


“Are you going to eat?” Kita asked loudly. “I have something to come 
over here.” 


“Ah, yes,” Saikawa responded. He was in his usual attire of a plain 
shirt and blue jeans. 


“You should lock the door of your office,” Kita whispered quietly. 


Saikawa returned to the office, brought his key holder, and locked the 
door. The two of them descended the stairs side by side and left the 
building. 


The wind was growing stronger. Although it hadn’t started raining yet, 
the sky was pitch black, resembling an evening scene. Thick clouds 
were swirling and moving westward. 


“PERC is in a mess,” Kita said as he walked. His relatively long hair 
swayed in the wind. “Reporters from TV and elsewhere are milling 
about. Some are even peeking in from the windows. We cannot work 
calmly amidst this chaos.” 


“Can’t the guards stop them?” 


“How can those two old guys do that?” Kita said, sounding 
exasperated. “I’ve had my phone on voicemail all along. Stupid calls 
like interviews keep coming in ... We don’t usually call that kind of 
thing an interview ... My phone’s been ringing off the hook.” 


“How are the others doing?” 


“Well, most of us are at work,” Kita replied. “Suzumura-san is absent. 
I suppose she can’t bear such a tough situation ... 1 wonder what will 
happen at the instructor meeting next week? The clerks are becoming 
desperate. I’m curious to see how things will unfold ...” 


When they reached the T-shaped corridor, both of them lit their 
cigarettes. They did so because by lighting it at around this area, they 
would finish smoking just as they arrived at the cafeteria. Since it was 
a windy day, things might not go as usual ... 


“Can you become a professor?” Saikawa asked as they walked. 


“No way ...” Kita burst out. “I’m only thirty-three ... ’'ve only been an 
associate professor for four years.” 


“That’s right ...,” Saikawa agreed. “Are there any candidates for 
professorship?” 


“T’m not interested in it,” Kita smirked. “Whoever becomes a 
professor, it doesn’t concern me.” 


“It’s often better not to become a professor anyway,” Saikawa added. 


Due to the strong wind, they had to dispose of their cigarettes just 
before reaching the cafeteria. There were sturdy steel trash bins 
throughout the campus with ashtrays on top, so they used those. 


After walking for a while, they arrived at the university co-op 
cafeteria. The wind was so strong that it was difficult to open the 
door, pushed by the force of the wind. 


Saikawa had no appetite. He chose the same Set A meal as Kita but 
couldn’t eat even half of it. 


“What’s wrong?” Kita asked after finishing his meal. “Are you feeling 
unwell?” 


“Ah, no,” Saikawa replied, a bit absent-mindedly. “I don’t think so.” 
“You might be a little tired, I guess.” 
“T think I’m okay,” Saikawa replied indifferently. 
“You don’t look okay,” Kita said, then put away the dishes. 
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The typhoon was approaching, but in the afternoon, there was a 
classroom meeting in the conference room of the architecture 
department. Saikawa sat in his usual seat in the farthest corner and 
hardly spoke. Outside the window, the trees swayed with a rhythmic 


movement like a dancing hula. Also, a fine rain was starting to fall. 
Because of this storm, Saikawa prayed that everyone would want to 
leave early. That way, the meeting would be a bit shorter. The 
classroom meeting started at 1 p.m. At first, dull reports continued for 
about two hours. There was a break of about five minutes, during 
which about half of the instructors finished smoking in the corridor, 
and the meeting promptly resumed. Then, administrative matters were 
discussed for about an hour, followed by issues related to general 
affairs and students. Ultimately, it lasted until a little after 5 p.m. 
Even so, it ended relatively early. 


The meeting finally ended, and Saikawa made his way with heavy 
steps up to his office on the fourth floor. He glanced at the display, 
but there were no new e-mails. 


Saikawa brewed some coffee. Then, he sank deeply into his chair. 
I wonder if she has been discharged ... 
Saikawa thought as he looked outside. 


He thought of Moe for a moment. She’s a bit eccentric, but her mind is 
sharp. She has flashes of genius. And then ..., maybe ... 


Before he realized it, Saikawa hadn’t been thinking about anything. 


Saikawa felt slightly annoyed at himself for being absent-minded, but 
he got up to pour some coffee. When he returned with his cup, he was 
unwilling to think about work anymore. He took just a sip of coffee 
and leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes. His eyelids felt as heavy 
as lead. 


Like the acceleration of an elevator, he drifted off to sleep. 


When the glass made a loud noise, Saikawa woke up. 


It was already dark outside. There was only the light of the computer 
in the room. Saikawa tried to get up to turn on the room lights. The 
computer display showed a moving abstract painting created by the 
screensaver. It was a repetition similar to the life cycle of an amoeba. 
The changes in light were making the entire room look like a rotating 
lantern. It was an interesting atmosphere, so he felt reluctant to turn 
on the lights. 


There was a huge commotion outside the window as if a monster were 
rampaging. The steel frames of the window were clattering without 
restraint. The wind blared like a hundred elementary school students 


practicing the flute all at once. The storm god must not be just one or 
two, Saikawa thought. 


Saikawa was slow to rise. When he looked at the wall clock, it was 
past 7 p.m. 


He had a slight headache. 


Saikawa finally grasped the armrest of the chair with both hands and 
stood up. There was a coffee cup on the desk, which was cold when he 
touched it. Saikawa took a sip of the coffee. It was bitter like 
medicine. 


Then Saikawa wandered out into the corridor to go to the restroom. 
He didn’t lock the door but left the office light on. No lights were on 
in the other instructors’ rooms. The corridor was as dark as the womb. 
It seemed like everyone had left early because of the typhoon. 


He walked steadily through the long, dark corridor resembling a 
tunnel. 


Upon reaching the end, he turned right and entered the restroom. 
With one window open, rain from outside was blowing in, soaking the 
floor. Saikawa closed the window. 


His headache gradually subsided. Perhaps due to the bitterness of the 
coffee, his mind became clearer. Having taken a nap, I could have 
trouble sleeping again at night, Saikawa thought. 


When Saikawa exited the restroom, he thought no one else was using 
this floor of the building, and he turned off the lights. 


At that moment, he sensed someone’s presence behind him, causing 
Saikawa to shudder. 


He slowly turned around. 


At the corner of the corridor, there stood a black silhouette. Saikawa 
couldn’t move. 


The black figure in silhouette held something in its hand. 


It’s too dark to see clearly, but it’s probably a knife, Saikawa thought 
intuitively. 


“What do you want?” After a moment of silence, Saikawa spoke as 
gently as possible. “Shall we talk here? Or, would you prefer to come 
to my office?” 


When Saikawa slightly adjusted his position, the silhouette reacted 


sensitively, tensing up. 

Saikawa was nervous and stopped moving. 

“You have read my e-mail, haven’t you?” Saikawa confirmed. 

The figure nodded slowly. The silhouette might have been trembling. 
The sound of the wind. 


The windowpanes vibrating with the force of the wind were emitting 
a scream. 


The periodic noise of the intermittently pounding rain. 
The heavy rain was hitting and bouncing back like waves. 
Occasionally, there was lightning, which lit up the outside dimly. 


“Why did you kill Niwa-kun and Hattori-san?” Saikawa asked slowly. 
He thought it was best to say something, at least. 


The person opened the mouth as if to say something, but all that could 
be heard was rapid breathing. 
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Two black sedans stopped in front of the building of the architecture 
department. 


Their headlights dimmed abruptly. Amidst the sounds of wind and 
rain, the idle hum of engines was entirely absent. 


“Look, there’s a light on over there,” Moe Nishinosono said from the 
backseat. “Saikawa-sensei is still in there.” 


“Can’t you wait until tomorrow?” Shosuke Nishinosono, sitting beside 
her, said. “Sensei must be busy, and you should rest and go home 
tonight.” 


“IT shouldn’t ...,” Moe looked back at her uncle. “I want to ask him 
tonight. I believe Sensei should absolutely know it ...” 


“He knows the truth about the incident?” 
“Anyway ... ’ll go and bring him back. Uncle, please wait here.” 


Before Chief Nishinosono responded, Moe jumped out of the car and 
ran toward the entrance. It wasn’t a situation where she could open an 
umbrella. The police chief was worried about his just-discharged niece 
but didn’t feel like getting out of the car. 


“Sir, should we not follow her?” The burly detective in the passenger 
seat turned around to seek instruction. He was the man guarding Moe 
in front of the patient room. 


“Well, we'll wait a while,” Chief Nishinosono brought his face close to 
the side window and looked up at the fourth-floor window, the only 
one whose light was on. 


SAG 
Moe Nishinosono was climbing up the dark staircase. 


The first and second floors of the architecture department building 
housed drafting rooms where students came and went. There were no 
lights on in any of the rooms. Even the staircase lights were off. Moe 
found it troublesome to look for the switch, so she ran straight up to 
the fourth floor. When she arrived in front of Associate Professor 
Saikawa’s office, the corridor was bright because of the light leaking 
from the lighting window above the door. 


Moe knocked on the door. 

There was no response. 

“Sensei?” She called out as she opened the door. 
She sensed the cigarette smell. 


No one was in the office. The screensaver was moving on the 
computer screen. A coffee cup was in front of the display. When she 
touched it, cold black liquid swirled inside. 


Moe stepped out into the corridor. There was a restroom to the right 
at the end, but the corridor ahead was dark and entirely invisible. 


Windows throughout the building were making noise. 
I wonder if he’s now going to the restroom ... 
She felt like she heard some voices. 


Moe slowly walked down the dark corridor toward where she had 
heard the voices. When she had reached about halfway down the long 
corridor, she saw someone standing at the end. 


“Sensei? Saikawa-sensei?” 


Despite the noise of the storm, her voice should have reached that 
person. 


“Don’t come this way! Nishinosono-kun!” Saikawa’s loud voice echoed 


from another place. 

The figure shrouded in shadow suddenly darted toward Moe. 
Who’s that? 

She stood frozen in the middle of the corridor. 


“Stop!” Saikawa’s voice came from behind the shadow running for 
her. 


The dark figure didn’t slow down its pace but charged toward Moe. 
And then, the two bumped into each other in the darkness. 


Moe was knocked sideways and collided with the corridor wall, falling 
down. 


She heard the sound of something falling near her. 

The attacker also fell. However, the person quickly got up and ran off. 
Saikawa rushed over to Moe’s side. 

“Are you okay, Nishinosono-kun?” Saikawa lifted Moe up. 


“Ah, yes. It hurts ...” Moe placed her hand on the back of her head, 
which she had hit on the wall. 


She could support her weight on her own legs. 
The two walked down the corridor and reached Saikawa’s office. 
“T think I’m okay,” Moe said. “I was astonished ...” 


Saikawa checked Moe’s entire body in the light leaking from the 
office, said, “I’m relieved,” and immediately started running. 


“Hey, wait, Sensei!” Moe hurriedly followed after him. 
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Saikawa dashed down the stairs. The building had only one exit. He 
sprinted through the lobby and hurled himself against the entrance 
door, bursting outside. 


A strong gust of wind hit Saikawa’s face. He squinted against the rain. 


Several seconds later, Moe emerged from the building as well. Her 
hair was also swaying heavily. 


Several men emerged from the two parked cars. 


“Which way did that guy go?” Saikawa shouted. “The guy came out 


before us, right?” 


“Ah, that guy ran over there,” a young detective replied, pointing in 
that direction. 


“What’s wrong?” Chief Nishinosono got out of the car and yelled. 
Saikawa resumed running at full speed. 
“That’s the culprit!” Moe screamed. 


Upon hearing her voice, the men sprang into action as if a switch had 
been flipped. 


Two detectives followed after Saikawa. Chief Nishinosono opened the 
driver’s side door and grabbed the radio microphone. Moe also started 
running in the same direction as the detectives. 


As Saikawa reached the top of the long slope beside the architecture 
department building, he spotted the dark figure far ahead. 


The rain, beaten down to the ground, formed numerous streaks in the 
wind, smoothly flowing across the asphalt as it spread. Deflected 
rainwater danced like a large school of small fish. 


This road was dead-ended at the research building of the science 
department. 


As Saikawa paused, placing both hands on his knees to catch his 
breath, the detectives caught up to him. 


“J-I saw that guy enter that building over there,” Saikawa said, his 
breath coming hard. He brushed the wet bangs from his eyes with a 
wet hand. 


“Sir, do you know where the entrance is?” One of the detectives asked 
Saikawa. They showed no signs of breathing hard at all. Moe caught 
up to them there. 


“Over there ... at the back on the right side,” Saikawa pointed. “One is 
there ..., and then ..., the front entrance. Only those two.” 


One of the detectives dashed to the right side and sprinted through the 
lawn. The other detective started running toward the front entrance, 
so Saikawa and Moe followed him. 


They got through the entrance of the science department building and 
walked in a dim lobby. The corridor was dark and deserted. The 
windows rattled, making noise. 


“Does the guy have a weapon?” The detective asked. He was about to 
pull a gun from his chest. 


“T don’t know,” Saikawa replied, catching his breath. 


When Saikawa turned around to look outside, two cars skidded to a 
stop at high speed in front of the entrance. 


Chief Nishinosono and uniformed officers got out of the cars and 
rushed in through the entrance. 


“Backup is arriving soon,” said the police chief. “What’s the 
situation?” 


“Endo headed toward the other exit over there,” the detective 
reported, aiming his gun upward. “He’s alone.” 


The police chief instructed the uniformed officers. “Join Endo. Don’t 
leave the other entrance. Stay put until backup arrives.” 


The uniformed police officer ran down the corridor, his hand resting 
on the holster at his waist. 


At that moment, a loud bang was heard from above. 
Saikawa burst out and rushed up the stairs. 

“Sensei!” Moe screamed and followed after him. 

“Hey! Come back!” Chief Nishinosono shouted from behind. 


Saikawa rushed up the stairs. After ascending a few floors, he glanced 
at the wall number and realized he was on the fourth floor. The stairs 
continued upward. 


“Sensei!” He heard Moe’s scream from below. 


Saikawa was completely out of breath and struggling. He wanted to 
take a break and smoke a cigarette, but it was not the time for that. 


“Tt’s dangerous, so stay down below!” Saikawa said to Moe, who had 
come up. He had trouble even speaking. 


“You’re the one who’s in danger!” Moe replied hysterically. 


“That guy goes up to the rooftop ...?” Saikawa muttered as he looked 
upward, then hurriedly climbed the stairs again. 


“No, Sensei!” 


When Saikawa ascended above the fifth floor, a steel door was there. 
It must have made a loud noise when the wind closed it. As Saikawa 


pushed it, wind and rain blew in through the gap, and due to the wind 
pressure, it took all his strength to open the door. 


He stepped outside. The rain, sharp like needles, hit the two of them 
sideways. 


The wind pressure was enough to sweep their feet, breathing with 
great oscillations. It felt as if the atmosphere were trying to concoct 
the earth’s juice, mixing it in a blender. Jumping even a bit would 
probably render them unable to return to their original position. The 
rain whipped around, the air saturated, boiling with madness. 


Right after the lightning, a thunderous noise sounded nearby. From 
somewhere unseen, a paper bag shot straight past in front of them. 
The pitch-black sky occasionally sparked like faulty electricity. 


Moe covered her ears with both hands. 


The rusty railing on the rooftop was only around Saikawa and Moe. 
However, the building wasn’t that small. There was still a 
considerable area outside the railing. Saikawa glanced back and 
looked up at the penthouse, but no one was there. 


When the sky lit up again, some figure was visible at the edge of the 
rooftop. The person appeared to be crouching. Then, after a delay, an 
enormous thunderclap roared. 


“Heeey!” Saikawa shouted toward that direction. His voice seemed 
unlikely to be heard over the sound of the wind. Saikawa leaped over 
the railing and started walking slowly. Moe followed a few meters 
behind him. 


The figure stood up. 

Saikawa stopped in his tracks. The guy was about ten meters away. 
Saikawa’s breathing was still rapid. 

The sirens of police cars were approaching from a distance. 


“T read your thesis ...,” After a while, Saikawa said. “I thought that 
idea was amazing. It was an analytical method that no one had 
noticed before.” 


He took a step forward. 
“Scholarship is vain ...,” said the figure for the first time. 


It was a very faint voice, barely audible to Saikawa and Moe, the wind 
interfering with the subsequent words. 


“Hey, come on ...” Saikawa extended his hand. 
However, his gesture was meaningless. 
Moe screamed. 


The dark figure jumped back smoothly and disappeared from their 
sight. 


It felt as if scraps of paper had been blown away by the wind. 
“How silly ...” Saikawa spat out those words. 


The two of them dashed to the edge of the building, gently peering 
out and looking down below. 


Just as three patrol cars were arriving, their headlights overlapping 
and illuminating something resembling a discarded doll. Chief 
Nishinosono emerged from the entrance. 


“How silly ...” Saikawa repeated the same line, biting his lip. 
Moe said nothing. 

“Let’s go back ...” Saikawa felt a bit dizzy. 

They were soaked to the bone. 


When Saikawa returned to the dark rooftop, he felt the wind pushing 
against his back, like a first grader pushed by his mother at a school 
entrance ceremony, stepping into an irreversible territory. 


The two of them opened the door to the penthouse and walked into 
the staircase. Shielded from the storm, there was a momentary return 
to relative silence. 


Saikawa took a cigarette from his breast pocket and tried to light it 
with a lighter. 


The cigarette was damp, and it was hard to get it to light. He realized 
his hands were shaking. Moe was waiting quietly beside him. 


The two of them descended the stairs. 


“By that, the case is over, right?” Moe looked back and spoke for the 
first time. 


“Yeah ...” Saikawa responded. Strangely, sweat suddenly dripped from 
his forehead. 


“Sensei, I have a favor to ask you ... Will you accept it?” 


“You should tell me the details first.” Saikawa passed her and 
descended slowly to the landing of the stairs. 


“Tt’s a once-in-a-lifetime request, though ...” Midway down the stairs, 
Moe whispered from above Saikawa. 


“You still have a long life ahead of you. You shouldn’t ...” 


As Saikawa was about to respond with a cliché, Moe lunged at him, 
stretched up, and kissed his cheek. 


The half-smoked cigarette fell out of his hand. 
Before Saikawa came to, she had run down the stairs and disappeared. 
Oh dear ... 


Saikawa felt tempted to mutter the dead language he had been 
warned against using. 


What a waste of a good cigarette ... 
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Saikawa managed to reach the lobby. He paused as he tried to push 
open the entrance door. He noticed that the cigarette he had been 
smoking had gone out without realizing it. Before stepping outside, he 
attempted to light it again, but the lighter wouldn’t catch fire this 
time. 


Saikawa gave up and went outside with the slightly bent cigarette still 
in his mouth. 


There was a crowd of people gathered there. Saikawa could hear a 
detective speaking loudly over the radio. 


A distant rumble of thunder echoed. The rain wasn’t all that heavy. 
The swirling dance of fallen leaves and litter had lost some vigor. 
Since Saikawa’s body got warmer, he felt the breeze refreshing. 


Chief Nishinosono slowly walked toward Saikawa. His expression was 
so vague that Saikawa could not tell whether the police chief was 
smiling or angry. 


“T apologize, sir ... It couldn’t be helped,” Saikawa bowed slightly. 


“Sensei, it’s not your fault,” Chief Nishinosono said softly in a low 
voice. “That person intended to jump from the beginning.” 


Seeing Saikawa with an unlit cigarette in his mouth, a well-built 
young detective approached him. With a fluidity reminiscent of 


drawing a gun, he pulled out a lighter from his pocket and brought it 
close to Saikawa’s face. With a flame like a jet plane’s afterburner, 
Saikawa’s cigarette caught fire. 


“That’s an impressive lighter,” Saikawa said, surprised. 


“It’s all-weather type,” the detective replied as he lit his own cigarette. 
“There are times when we just can’t resist a smoke, Sensei, no matter 
when or where ..., right?” 


Saikawa finally took a deep drag of smoke. 
Then, suddenly, various thoughts raced through his mind. 
He walked toward the doll-like object lying on the grass. 


“This guy hit the tree once. Maybe this person will be saved,” another 
detective whispered to Saikawa. “This guy won’t die.” 


“This person failed in the end ...” Saikawa mumbled to himself. Or, he 
might have been talking to the doll-like person lying at his feet. “I 
believe this person would have wanted to die ...” 


Before long, the sound of an ambulance siren could be heard. 
When Saikawa looked back, Moe was standing with the police chief. 
She was staring intently at the doll-like object lying there. 


The doll wore black jeans, but one of its shoes had come off, and its 
tiny white foot was exposed to the rain. Its long hair was disheveled, 
and several streaks of red blood were flowing from its forehead. 


The sky flashed with lightning. 


The forehead, from which blood flowed, was pallid. With the flash, 
the closed eyelids momentarily cast a shadow of eyelashes. The lips 
were slightly parted, as if about to say something. It also appeared as 
if the posture was tilting its head. Its intellectual expression remained 
completely motionless for now. 


“Could it be that she is the culprit?” Chief Nishinosono asked from 
behind him. 


“She is,” Saikawa nodded. 


Everyone was looking at the white face of the doll. It looked like a 
sleeping person, and its expression had a twisted unnaturalness they 
had never seen before. It was Rika Ichinose. 


Chapter 12: Proof by Contradiction 
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Sohei Saikawa let out a large yawn, reminiscent of a camel, in Moe 
Nishinosono’s gorgeous room. Surrounded by the plush sensation of 
the comfortable sofa in the twenty-second-floor living room (few 
places would be as fitting to call it such), he felt drowsiness creep over 
him. The carpet was so deep that he could almost believe they could 
swim in it. 

Next to Saikawa, a dog lay on its back. It exposed its belly. Its nose 
was slender, but its fur was thick and fluffy, making its body shape 
difficult to discern. It resembles a dead flying squirrel when lying upside 
down, so no one would realize it is a dog, Saikawa thought. Moe called 
the dog Thoma. Its full name seemed to be Thoma Nishinosono. The 
name was indicated by the nameplate at the entrance. This dog must be 
probably wealthier than I am. 


Several people had gathered in this gorgeous space. Of course, aside 
from Thoma, no one else was sleeping. Everyone was murmuring 
something quietly to nearby individuals. They all tilted their heads 
and curved their lips in a gesture of uncertainty. The room matched 
well with such a mysterious gathering on the night. No matter what 
kind of gathering it was, there probably wouldn’t be a more suitable 
place than this room. From the window, they could see the quiet night 
of the town gradually regaining calm after the storm had already 
passed its peak, stretching far below. 


Besides Chief Nishinosono, a detective with black-rimmed glasses 
came from the police. He looked to be about the same age as Saikawa. 
They came to this residence after Rika Ichinose was taken to the 
hospital and other tasks were completed. Both Chief NIshinosono and 
the detective had taken off their suit jackets. 


Upon receiving a phone call from Moe, Associate Professor Kita drove 
here from his office. Kita was wearing a light green shirt with a thin 
tie and was already swaying his umpteenth glass of whiskey in his 
hand. Three graduate students, Arai, Shimoyanagi, and Machiko 
Funami, who had been studying in the office at this hour, were invited 
by Associate Professor Kita and had followed him here. Arai was 
wearing an aloha shirt with shorts, Shimoyanagi was in his usual 
sloppy sweatshirt and oversized pants, and Machiko Funami was in a 
rare long denim skirt. The students were so overwhelmed by the 
luxury of Moe Nishinosono’s residence that they could hardly close 
their mouths. 


Saikawa sat on a sofa by a window near the entrance. He was wearing 
a white shirt and blue jeans. He had been consistently wearing the 
same outfit for several days. Moe stood by a window a little away 
from him. She was dressed well in a loose summer sweater and skinny 
jeans. Earlier, Suwano had served drinks to unexpected guests in an 
old-fashioned outfit with a bow tie and suspenders. After wandering 
around the room, he had disappeared somewhere. 


“I don’t believe that little woman could have done that,” the detective 
with the glasses mumbled. 


“How is Ichinose-san?” Associate Professor Kita asked the detective as 
he approached. 


“She’s in critical condition, unconscious,” the detective replied. Then, 
he whispered to Chief Nishinosono, sitting next to him. “What’s the 
situation, Senior Commissioner Nishinosono? There’s still no warrant 
issued. The case remains unsolved. What are we doing here ...?” 


Chief Nishinosono shrugged. 


“Sensei, do you know the truth?” The police chief asked Associate 
Professor Kita. 


“Probably so. Well, let’s leave it to Saikawa-sensei,” Kita replied with 
a smile, shaking his glass. 


“Umm, everyone,” Kita grinned with a sunburned face and theatrically 
took the lead. “Let’s hear Saikawa-sensei’s explanation together ... 
starting now. I’m sure he doesn’t know how to start the conversation 
right now. Please go ahead, Saikawa-sensei.” 


With everyone’s attention focused on him, Saikawa was slightly 
surprised and straightened up. 


“Let’s see ... What should I explain?” Saikawa said in a low voice. He 
remained seated, holding a glass of cola. He was drinking straight cola 
on the day. 


“Sensei, you said that Rika Ichinose is the culprit in this murder case,” 
Chief Nishinosono said. “Could you please explain how she committed 
the murders?” 


“Eh?” It was a little surprising to Saikawa. “Can you all not 
understand that?” 


“No ...” Chief Nishinosono cleared his throat. “Not everyone here 
understands that, I believe. Besides, I’m also interested in how you 
reached that understanding.” 


“Umm ...” Shimoyanagi raised his hand and spoke as if in class. “I also 
have no idea what the truth is. What on earth happened?” 


“T see ...” Saikawa nodded slightly. “With the answer understood, I 
thought everyone had already realized the truth. So, this wasn’t just a 
drinking party ... I misunderstood.” 


No one said anything. 
“Alright then, shall I give a brief explanation?” Saikawa said. 


“Well, please go into detail. We have plenty of time ...” The detective 
opened his notebook, ready to take notes. Even though it is already 11 
o’clock at night, the sensation of having plenty of time is rather peculiar, 
Saikawa thought. 


Although Moe was looking out the window, Saikawa could tell she 
was enjoying this situation from her reflected expression on the 
windowpane. He couldn’t quite grasp what she found amusing, but 
she seemed to be suppressing a laugh. 


Oops. I should have gone home and slept ... 
Saikawa regretted. 


“First ...,” Saikawa decided to start a long story. Besides the word, he 
couldn’t think of the first thing to say. “Please recall that day, one 
month ago, when the incident occurred. That was the day Niwa-kun 
and Hattori-san were killed.” 


After saying it himself, Saikawa realized everyone had already 
remembered it without being reminded of it. Words are often 
redundant. 


“Everyone must have gotten the impression that the murders were 
premeditated. The culprit planned to kill them on that day. However, 
on that day, three very unexpected and irregular things happened. Do 
you see what they were?” 


The question was thrown out from the start, catching everyone off 
guard. They quickly began to rack their brains. It was Saikawa’s 
teaching style. 


“Irregular things?” The detective repeated the words. When someone 
repeats a question like this, it’s evidence that they haven’t really 
thought about the answer. 


“The culprit must have known that we were going there for a visit.” 
Moe, standing by the window, pointed out. She was looking at 


Saikawa’s face. Saikawa could infer from her expression that she knew 
what he was about to say. Perhaps she intends to assist me in making the 
conversation more interesting, Saikawa thought. 


“It might have been a slightly irregular factor that both Nishinosono- 
kun and I were invited by Associate Professor Kita to visit PERC, but it 
wasn’t something the culprit hadn’t anticipated. You know, we didn’t 
just suddenly show up there. The clerical staff knew about it, too. 
When I mentioned irregular things, I was talking about something 
else. Don’t you see what that something is?” 


“One thing is that the shutters malfunctioned that morning,” While no 
one answered, Moe raised her hand lightly and said. 


“Correct,” Saikawa responded indifferently. He remained silent for a 
while, but no one else remarked. 


“Another factor is ...,” Saikawa began speaking. “After everyone 
searched for Niwa-kun and Hattori-san, who had disappeared, 
Nishinosono-kun asked if they could use the key to that preparation 
room.” 


“Ah, that was indeed a wildly imaginative idea,” Kita said with 
amusement. “If she hadn’t asked it, we wouldn’t have opened the door 
to that preparation room. In that case, the discovery of the body 
would have been much later.” 


It seemed that Kita was also assisting Saikawa with his lecture. 


“It started when Saikawa-sensei touched that door,” Moe added. 
“Sensei was the one who noticed that it was locked.” 


Oh, it seems I have two decoys, Saikawa frowned inwardly. 


“And another factor is ... that Niwa-kun’s car was parked in front of 
Suzumura-san’s car,” Saikawa answered his own question. “If at that 
time, Nishinosono-kun hadn’t referred to that key ... or perhaps if 
Suzumura-san’s car had smoothly exited the parking lot ... as Kita-kun 
said just now, the discovery of the body would have been even later. 
For example, let’s assume we found the body after opening the door to 
the preparation room even later. Moreover, assuming the shutters 
weren’t malfunctioning, what do you think would have happened?” 


“What would have happened?” Chief Nishinosono asked while 
pondering. 


“The guards leave at midnight. The main gate is closed, but you can 
still enter and exit. This would naturally lead to the assumption that 
the murderer escaped through the electric shutters. That is the only 


possible route. The people inside the building would not be suspected. 
After all, they were all together, drinking throughout. Everyone had 
an alibi. Therefore, the perpetrator must be someone from outside. 
That was the original intention of the culprit.” Saikawa paused the 
conversation once. “In short, it was the culprit’s scenario that many 
people remained in the laboratory until after midnight, and then the 
body was discovered.” 


“But could the culprit really control everyone’s actions so well?” The 
detective with glasses, holding a memo in hand, questioned. 


“That’s right. Good question. Control over others’ actions was the key 
point,” Saikawa remarked. “In this crime, it was extremely crucial. 
The tricks to establish alibis, the intricate method that ultimately 
created the mysterious locked room, all of them relied on that control. 
Who was the one checking the time, understanding everyone’s 
movements, and giving instructions back then? Who was the 
supervisor at that time?” 


“It was Kikuma-sensei and Ichinose-san,” Kita said from the side. He 
was clearly attempting to support Saikawa’s lecture like a teaching 
assistant. However, it seemed that everyone else was oblivious to it. 
They were quietly listening to the class, shifting their gazes between 
Saikawa and Kita, like diligent students. Such a tranquil classroom 
and enthusiastic audience even impressed Saikawa. 


“So. Kikuma-sensei and Ichinose-san were in charge of that 
experiment. That’s the point. When Nishinosono-kun asked about the 
key to the preparation room, Kikuma-sensei didn’t answer 
immediately. He still didn’t want to open that room ... the preparation 
room with the body in it. However, Kikuma-sensei, unaware of the 
shutter malfunction, believed that even if he opened the door, the 
culprit would be assumed to have escaped through the shutters to 
avoid detection by the guards. Refusing to open the key to the 
preparation room at that time would have seemed suspicious. Kikuma- 
sensei had no choice but to open the door to the preparation room. 


By the way, it may seem a bit unnatural that the guards didn’t notice 
the opening of the shutters, but I believe Kikuma-sensei’s decision at 
that time was correct. On a later date, when Kikuma-sensei’s body was 
discovered under the same circumstances, the police interpreted it as 
the culprit escaping while the guards’ attention was diverted. In other 
words, Kikuma-sensei judged that the claims of the elderly guards 
wouldn’t be believed.” 


“Was Professor Kikuma the culprit?” Chief Nishinosono couldn’t help 
but ask. “Wasn’t Rika Ichinose?” 


“Of course, Ichinose-san was not the only culprit,” Saikawa replied. “I 
don’t think the small Ichinose-san could have killed the stout Niwa- 
kun. It was Kikuma-sensei who killed Niwa-kun. I went too far ahead 
in my story, though ...” 


The room grew increasingly silent. For a while, nobody moved. 
Thoma woke up and shifted his sleeping spot to the corner of the 
room. He seemed to be the only one uninterested in the current topic. 


“Then who killed Tamako Hattori-san?” The detective asked, breaking 
the silence. 


“It was Ichinose-san who killed Hattori-san,” Saikawa answered 
without changing his expression. “Let’s see. What should I say ...? So 
... There’s no other way around it. Well, that’s not accurate ... It’s 
more accurate to say that it’s the safest option among various 
possibilities.” 
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“First, let’s call the preparation room and the loading room combined 
Space A, or rather, Locked Room A.” Saikawa finally stood up. Even 
when giving lectures first thing in the morning, his low blood pressure 
meant it took a while for his engine to start. Gradually, his mood also 
improved. “Inside this Locked Room A, there was nobody to begin 
with. The idea that someone was hiding there from the start is 
unrealistic and highly risky. In fact, Nishinosono-kun and I checked 
those two rooms before the experiment. First, Niwa-kun, wearing a 
thermal suit, entered Locked Room A at around 7 p.m. and stayed for 
about ten minutes. Then, Tamako Hattori-san, wearing a thermal suit, 
also entered Locked Room A at around 7:30 p.m. and stayed for about 
ten minutes. Both of them exited Locked Room A, still wearing their 
suits. After that, these two individuals worked in the laboratory for 
about twenty minutes before disappearing, and ultimately, they were 
found dead inside Locked Room A. 


It is true that two people were killed in Locked Room A. Even if the 
murderer brought the bodies there, that guy ... Well, let’s call the 
culprit x ... How did x escape from Locked Room A? That’s the crux of 
the problem. Therefore, let’s consider this problem in reverse, starting 
from the end. Okay? The proposition is how x, the last survivor in 
Locked Room A, managed to escape. The shutters were broken and 
immovable, and both the emergency exit and the door leading to the 
laboratory were locked.” 


“We all know that ... Do you need to remind us ...? We’ve already 
been trying to ...” Despite the detective’s words, Chief Nishinosono 


glared at him, signaling him to stop. 


“There are two ways to enter and exit Locked Room A.” Saikawa’s 
gaze wasn’t directed at anyone. “Excluding the shutters, there are only 
two possibilities. Among them, the emergency exit has a door that 
cannot be locked from the outside. If you exit through the emergency 
exit, you cannot lock it. Therefore, there’s only one possibility left. 
After leaving through the door leading to the laboratory, x locked it 
from the outside. There is no other possibility. In short, this is the 
truth ... First, we must acknowledge this fact to construct all 
hypotheses. This is the most crucial boundary condition.” 


After saying that much, Saikawa lit a cigarette. 


“If the culprit came out from there ...,” Arai began to say in a low 
voice. 


“Even so, nobody saw anyone approach that door. The video also 
didn’t capture such a person,” Kita added amusingly. 


“Nobody saw x come out from that door ... Everybody thinks so. 
Everyone is convinced of that. However ...,” Saikawa continued while 
exhaling smoke. “But, in fact, there were actually two people who 
came out through that door. One was Niwa-kun, and the other was 
Tamako Hattori-san. Did everyone see those two, wearing thermal 
suits, come out?” 


Several people nodded. Saikawa noticed that Suwano stood in the 
corner of the room without realizing it. 


“No one might have been observing as they emerged from there. The 
area near the preparation room door wasn’t adequately lit. The 
lighting in the laboratory is located under the walkway. The lower it 
is, the brighter it gets.” Saikawa emitted smoke again. “Still, Niwa-kun 
and Tamako Hattori-san, both wearing thermal suits, came out from 
that door and proceeded directly to the experiment. That is a definite 
fact witnessed by everyone. I saw it, too. 


By the way, if Niwa-kun had locked the door when coming out from 
there, Hattori-san should have been unable to enter later. Therefore ... 
it implies that Tamako Hattori-san locked that door. It’s a simple 
process of elimination. That moment marked the last time someone 
exited from Locked Room A. In other words ... to fulfill the 
aforementioned boundary conditions, it’s rational to assume that all 
the crimes were concluded at that point, and the person who came out 
last locked that door ... In short, that person was culprit x. 


However, this interpretation seems to have a contradiction at first 


glance. Tamako Hattori-san was found dead inside Locked Room A. 
The person who was killed couldn’t have come out from the door and 
locked it. Therefore, if we assume that x, who was wearing a thermal 
suit and behaving like Tamako Hattori-san, was not actually Tamako 
Hattori-san herself.” 


“You mean ... You implied that person was actually Ichinose-sensei?” 
Machiko Funami asked in a husky voice. 


“Right. After killing Tamako Hattori-san, Ichinose-san put on a 
thermal suit, came out of the preparation room, locked the door, and 
continued with the rest of the experiment. Ichinose-san also might 
have handled even the difficult valve switching. Ichinose-san was the 
person who could do it. She was wearing a thermal suit and gloves. As 
she got through the preparation room’s door, she placed the key in the 
lock of the pulled door, closed it, and quickly locked it while 
concealing the key with her body. Since she wore gloves, no 
fingerprints were left on the key bundle. 


By the way ... this eccentric idea of people replacing each other was 
originally conceived by Nishinosono-kun. She seems to have read a bit 
too many mystery novels ...” 


Everyone’s attention turned to her, causing Moe to purse her lips 
slightly. 


“Well ... Ino longer understand what’s going on.” Machiko Funami 
was holding her head. “Wasn’t Ichinose-sensei in Kikuma-sensei’s 
office that whole time?” 


“Right. It was supposed that Kikuma-sensei and Ichinose-san were 
together in the professor’s office. Both Ichinose-san and Kikuma-sensei 
occasionally appeared in front of us, though. For a moment ... 
everyone, please try to recall and organize the situation at that time. It 
was a straightforward matter.” Saikawa flicked ash into the ashtray 
and continued speaking. “The person x in Tamako Hattori’s suit was 
the last person to leave Locked Room A. Therefore, this guy was the 
murderer. This person, x, was the only one who could lock that door. 
The person didn’t interact with anyone else during the experiment. 
The one had been working alone in the laboratory all the time. Then, 
x walked out of the laboratory and headed toward the corridor. At 
that time, Yokogishi-san and Nakamori-san were in the main office. 
Ichinose-san was supposed to be in Kikuma-sensei’s office. The key of 
the preparation room door was only in those two rooms. If that’s the 
case, the likelihood of this person, x, being Ichinose-san becomes very 
high. In other words, she had not been in the professor’s office but 
returned there and placed the key back in its original location. This is 


the theoretical path that connects x to Ichinose-san. 


Then, all we need to do is think back in time. So, here’s the next 
proposition ... How did Ichinose-san get into Locked Room A in the 
first place?” 


Looking at the puzzled faces of the students and the detective, 
Saikawa continued his explanation. 


“Three graduate students, including Shimoyanagi-kun, watched as 
Tamako Hattori-san, in a thermal suit, left the graduate student office. 
Additionally, when she entered the laboratory, Ichinose-san appeared 
in front of us and gave instructions to Hattori-san. In other words, it 
wasn’t Ichinose-san who entered the laboratory wearing a thermal 
suit. It was definitely Tamako Hattori-san.” 


Saikawa walked around there for a bit. Even during lectures, he 
tended to speak while walking around. 


“Now, let’s try to organize the overall boundary conditions in a 
macroscopic way. Our observation was that two people went into 
Lock Room A, and two people came out. However, we have the fact 
that two bodies remained in the room ... The math doesn’t add up 
unless at least four people went into the room. Four went in, and two 
came out. The remaining two became corpses. Of course, that’s just 
the total number. Four people went in, and two came out. However, 
we didn’t witness four people entering Lock Room A. Only two 
individuals in thermal suits entered through the laboratory-side door. 
This means that the other two people entered through the emergency 
exit. However, these two individuals couldn’t open the door 
themselves to enter. The emergency exit couldn’t be opened from the 
outside. In other words, someone inside must have opened that door. 


By the way, when I first reached the conclusion that Ichinose-san was 
the last person to lock the door to the preparation room, I 
hypothesized the following ... 


When Tamako Hattori-san entered Locked Room A, she opened the 
emergency exit and let Ichinose-san and Kenjiro Niwa-kun into the 
room. This hypothesis suggests that the two individuals we couldn’t 
observe entered Locked Room A then. This matches the calculation of 
four people entering and two people exiting. It implies that Niwa-kun 
entered twice, though. The total number of individuals mentioned is 
four. 


Right after completing the experiment, Niwa-kun emerged before us 
dressed in a thermal suit. He then removed the suit, exited the 


restroom window, and circled around to the emergency exit. Ichinose- 
san also exited the professor’s office window. At that moment, it was 
Tamako Hattori-san who let these two individuals in through the 
emergency exit door. Without Hattori-san opening the emergency exit, 
nobody could enter the room from there. Thus, this means there were 
a total of three people inside Locked Room A. Hattori-san, Ichinose- 
san, and Niwa-kun. 


In this hypothesis ..., Ichinose-san had to kill both Niwa-kun and 
Hattori-san. And after the killings, Ichinose-san put on Hattori-san’s 
thermal suit and went out to the laboratory. However, this storyline is 
a little bit unreasonable. The time frame is unreasonable, and also, the 
murderer and the victim are one against two. Moreover, one of the 
victims was a large, sturdy man. Was this murder possible for the 
smaller Ichinose-san? It may be mathematically possible, but common 
sense tells us it is not a safe plan.” 


Saikawa stopped there and looked back. Everyone was focusing on 
him. 


“So, could there have been an accomplice ...? Perhaps Hattori-san 
didn’t invite two people through the door, but three. In addition to 
Niwa-kun, Ichinose-san entered the room with y, another accomplice. 
With three people entering, there were a total of four people in 
Locked Room A. In this case, the murderer and the victim are two 
against two. After the murder, the accomplice y exited through the 
emergency exit. With five people entering the room and three exiting, 
the numbers add up. Ichinose could have locked the emergency exit 
from the inside after y exited. This method was also not impossible.” 


“However, Professor Kikuma was her accomplice, wasn’t he?” The 
detective asked while flipping through his notes. “Wasn’t the professor 
with Saikawa-sensei at that time? He did enter the measuring room 
where Arai-san and Funami-san were.” 


“Right. While Ichinose-san acted as Tamako Hattori-san, it was 
Kikuma-sensei who acted as if she were in the professor’s office when 
in fact she was not in there. This fact indicates that Kikuma-sensei 
helped Ichinose-san commit the crime. It may also be that Kikuma- 
sensei went to the measurement room because of a servo malfunction 
in order to buy time for Ichinose-san to kill Tamako Hattori-san. At 
that moment, the difficult valve switching was interrupted. Perhaps 
Hattori-san was stabbed by Ichinose-san at that time. 


Kikuma-sensei had a very worried expression while the valve was 
being switched. That stuck with me, bothering me for a long time. At 
that moment, Kikuma-sensei knew that Ichinose was murdering 


Tamako Hattori-san inside the preparation room. He wasn’t worried 
about switching the valve but about the efficiency of the murder. 
Additionally ... at that moment, Kita-kun went back to his office. He 
said he needed to exchange e-mails with someone abroad ... Kikuma- 
sensei looked worriedly at Kita-kun, who walked back down the 
corridor. Ichinose-san, who was supposed to be in the professor’s 
office, wasn’t actually there. Kikuma-sensei must have been concerned 
that Kita-kun might peek into the professor’s office.” 


“Then, does the professor have an alibi after all?” The detective asked. 
“Who is y you mentioned as an accomplice?” 


“Well, hold on a second,” Saikawa said, spreading out one hand. “She 
killed two persons in the same place within only ten minutes and 
switched the valves in the middle. Also, she gave instructions over the 
radio. It is hard to imagine that Ichinose-san could have done such an 
act alone. This led us to believe that she had an accomplice. Kikuma- 
sensei was at least an accomplice who knew of Ichinose-san’s crime. 
Ichinose-san went out the window of the professor’s office, and it was 
the professor who made her alibi by pretending she was there 
afterward. So ... was another accomplice needed besides Kikuma- 
sensei? 


Where did y, the accomplice, come from? And if the killings were 
carried out two by two in Locked Room A, how could they have been 
done at the same time? When one of the victims was stabbed, the 
other one could have screamed.” 


Arai and Machiko Funami sat side by side on the sofa, listening to 
Saikawa’s explanation. Saikawa walked up to the window and glanced 
at the night view outside for a moment. Then, he returned and picked 
up his glass from the table. 


“By the way, why were Niwa-kun and Hattori-san killed in separate 
rooms in the first place?” 


Saikawa took a sip of his cola and continued. 


“This is not my idea but a hypothesis Kita-kun came up with ... 
Instead of both being killed simultaneously, one victim was murdered 
in the back room to prevent the other victim from seeing the body. 
His idea can be as an explanation.” 


Kita grinned mischievously. 


“This idea is quite a fascinating hypothesis. Let’s apply this to the 
story I just told. When Tamako Hattori-san came into the preparation 
room, Kenjiro Niwa-kun’s body was hidden in a place she could not 


see, namely, in the back loading room. This means that Niwa-kun was 
killed first. You know, Niwa-kun’s corpse was in the back room. He 
was already dead and lying in the back room. Not knowing this fact, 
Tamako Hattori-san came into the preparation room and let Ichinose- 
san inside through the emergency exit. If she had noticed the dead 
body, she would have immediately run out to the laboratory. Now, 
what do you all think? The acrobatic hypothesis is finally starting to 
feel a little more natural. In this situation, Ichinose-san could have 
killed them alone without the help of y, her accomplice. 


However, the situation where Niwa-kun was already dead in the back 
room obviously contradicts the earlier hypothesis that two or three 
people entered through the emergency exit, and that one of them was 
Niwa-kun. If Niwa-kun had entered through the door Tamako Hattori- 
san opened, the culprit could not have killed him first. 


In any case, in ten minutes, the murderer first lured Niwa-kun to the 
back room and killed him. Then, the culprit immediately killed 
Tamako Hattori-san. Then, the guy put on a thermal suit. Moreover, 
the person also had to switch valves. Even if the killer had an 
accomplice, would it be possible? How can you say that such a 
murderous plan is safe?” 


Saikawa lit a cigarette. 


“Tt is a little hard for me to believe that Niwa-kun went out the 
restroom window and came through the backyard to the emergency 
exit. He had to pass right outside the main office window, so it was 
highly probable that he would have been seen. It might have been 
possible if he had acted in hiding ..., but he wasn’t the murderer. Why 
did he have to hide? Why did he have to go out from the window?” 
Kita made up the middle. 


“Right ... It’s unnatural for several people to enter through the 
emergency exit at once ... We can’t explain why he did such a thing.” 
Saikawa resumed his explanation. “It was unnatural for Niwa-kun, 
who was not the murderer, to sneak out through the window. It was a 
very risky gamble for the culprit’s plan. Was it really such a dangerous 
plan?” 


“Saikawa-sensei. Umm ... What we want to hear isn’t a contradictory 
hypothesis. We want, you know, more plausible hypotheses,” The 
detective said impatiently. 


“So, I’m in the process of explaining to you the journey that led to the 
hypothesis,” Saikawa replied with a smile. “You said we have plenty 
of time, didn’t you?” 


“Ah, yeah, that’s true ...” The detective scratched his head. He 
probably hadn’t expected the explanation to be this long. It seemed he 
didn’t know that consulting with a university professor even once 
would inevitably lead to this result. 


“So ...,” Saikawa spoke in an increasingly leisurely tone. “I came up 
with the following hypothesis. Ichinose-san had only killed Tamako 
Hattori-san. Tamako Hattori-san let only Ichinose-san alone in through 
the emergency exit. And Tamako-san was killed by her. This would be 
simple and time-efficient. Kikuma-sensei, the accomplice, had created 
an alibi for Ichinose in front of us and adjusted the time. This is a safe 
plan. If so ..., this same procedure could have been followed against 
Niwa-kun ... I mean the exactly same procedure ...” 


“So, you guess that Kikuma-sensei did it to Niwa-kun, right?” Kita 
confirmed. It was perfect timing. 


“Right.” Saikawa nodded. “It may sound complicated, but it was the 
simplest way. Also, Kikuma-sensei had the chance to do it. When 
Niwa-kun entered the preparation room, Kikuma-sensei exited his 
office window and walked to the emergency exit. Niwa-kun opened 
the door and let Kikuma-sensei alone inside. Sensei killed Niwa-kun in 
the loading room, then put on his thermal suit and went out to the 
laboratory. The one working in the laboratory was not Niwa-kun, but 
Kikuma-sensei. Just as Hattori-san and Ichinose-san had similar body 
types, Niwa-kun and Kikuma-sensei also had similar body types. 
Therefore, I thought that a very simple trick might be combined twice. 


Assuming this double trick, no one would have needed to pass by the 
entrance or exit through the restroom window. The culprit did not 
have to sneak in and out, avoiding the guard’s sight. Nor would they 
have been visible from the window of the main office. Kikuma-sensei 
exited his office window to the emergency exit, meaning only one 
person had to walk a short distance. Then, Ichinose-san followed 
exactly the same route. It might sound complicated, but it was a very 
simple and feasible method. One accomplice stayed with us, while the 
other could behave as if they were in the office. They could establish 
alibis for each other. It also allowed for stalling for time. In other 
words, it was the safest way. It also explains why nobody saw Niwa- 
kun return. 


Kikuma-sensei and Ichinose-san repeated the same trick twice. They 
made an alibi for each other. This strategy was almost flawless. As 
long as they succeeded in killing the victims, the probability of failure 
was so low that they could be said to be even safe. They were in 
charge of conducting the experiment. They carried out both the 


experimental tasks and valve operations much more efficiently than 
the students. Even if there were delays in terms of time, they were 
able to implement various measures. You know, Ichinose-san had been 
giving instructions to everyone via radio all along ... Using elaborate 
tricks, the culprits seemed to be risking danger right on the edge, but 
in fact, calculated safety was ensured. There was flexibility in dealing 
with various unexpected accidents. For example, if they had decided 
on some code, they could have communicated with each other via 
radio. 


Furthermore ... By the common sense of people who believe someone 
would never take such risks, the likelihood of their crimes being 
exposed decreased even more. Everything was done to increase safety 
margins. It may seem like they were repeatedly taking risks, but in 
reality, it was all about safety. It was an idea that was aimed at the 
back of the back. They calculated that it would be safer than killing 
the victims in the mountains and hiding the bodies.” 


“T see ...” Chief Nishinosono nodded. “What an intricate act they did. 
However ...” 


“However ...,” Saikawa raised his mouth and took over the chief’s 
words. “So ... of course, huge questions still remain. Why did Niwa- 
kun and Hattori-san both invite their instructors in through the 
emergency exit? And why did they take off their thermal suits? 


To begin with, the killers had to make it look like Niwa-kun and 
Hattori-san were killed after the experiment was over. Therefore, they 
did not want the victims to be stabbed while still wearing their 
thermal suits. Why did the victims take off their thermal suits? They 
could not remove the suits after stabbing them. The murderers didn’t 
want blood on the thermal suits. If so, did they threaten the victims 
with a knife to make them take it off?” 


“Tt’s not a safe way to go,” Chief Nishinosono expressed his opinion. 


Sakikawa glanced at everyone’s faces. Everyone remained silent, with 
no one responding. 


Standing by the window, Moe looked to be in a good mood and smiled 
while pursing her lips. 


“Nishinosono-kun, do you have some deduction?” Saikawa asked. 


“Yes, there’s probably only one possibility. It was also a plan agreed 
upon by the victims to replace each other in the preparation room,” 
Moe answered promptly. “In other words, they carried out the trick of 
replacing Niwa-san with Kikuma-sensei, and Hattori-san and Ichinose- 


sensei, with the cooperation of Niwa-san and Hattori-san themselves. 
There’s no other explanation.” 


“You're right.” Saikawa was greatly satisfied with Moe’s answer. “It 
was the safest way. To swiftly and safely carry out the act of replacing 
each other by letting them in through the emergency exit and 
exchanging thermal suits, it was the most rational approach. So, for 
what reasons might they have convinced the victims to cooperate in 
replacing each other? Moreover, it had to remain an absolute secret 
from anyone else.” 


“T wonder if that was some prank ...,” Moe murmured while looking at 
the ceiling. “But it’s a bit odd for instructors to ask students to 
participate in pranks, isn’t it?” 


“Niwa-kun and Hattori-san were engaged,” Saikawa said. “This is just 
my speculation, though ... They might have asked Kikuma-sensei to be 
their go-between. A few days before the incident, they had ordered 
clothes that seemed to be for a party. The clothes were finished the 
day before the incident. It’s likely they met the night before the 
incident. It was Thursday. Hattori-san didn’t return home that night. 
Did the young couple leave the clothes they had received earlier that 
day in the car? Didn’t you find it strange that their clothes were found 
in Niwa-kun’s car on the day of the incident? 


I guess Niwa-kun and Hattori-san probably tried on the clothes at 
Niwa-kun’s apartment at least once the day before the incident. They 
should have naturally checked the result of alterations. It seems odd 
that they would then put the clothes back in the trunk of the car. Why 
do you think they did that?” 


“Now that you mention it, I admit it seemed odd ...” Chief 
Nishinosono groaned. 


“T guess they did not left the new clothes in the car but brought them 
for the party. It would be natural to think so, right? I’ve considered 
one possibility. On the day of the drinking party after the experiment, 
the same Friday as the incident, perhaps they were planning to make a 
small engagement announcement in front of their PERC colleagues ... 
Initially, they might have just intended to make the announcement. 
And then, Kikuma-sensei suggested an idea.” 


“Got it!” Moe raised her hand as if in a class. “They were planning to 
change costumes!” 


“Change costumes?” Chief Nishinosono repeated from the side. 


“Change costumes ...,” The detective echoed the same thing. It became 


like singing a round. 


“Probably, they did so ...” Saikawa nodded. “They were planning to 
sneak out about thirty minutes early during the experiment and 
change into white suits and white dress. They must have intended to 
change costumes in the main office or his car. The party was 
originally scheduled to be held in the meeting room. In that case, they 
could have started the drinking party right after the experiment 
ended. By the time it began around 8 p.m., they could have appeared 
in their new suits and dress, surprising everyone a little. Everyone 
must have wondered when they changed and when she put on 
makeup. Kikuma-sensei’s mischievous suggestion wouldn’t have 
seemed unnatural to Niwa-kun and Hattori-san. They gladly agreed to 
the enticing plan, even preparing new clothes for it. This implies that 
the planning for this scheme had been underway for quite some time. 
It was a covert operation orchestrated by Kikuma-sensei, Ichinose-san, 
Niwa-kun, and Hattori-san.” 


“Tt’s the kind of bluff Niwa-san would definitely pull off,” Arai said. 
Machiko Funami and Shimoyanagi, sitting next to him, nodded 
repeatedly. 


“Niwa-kun was planning to entrust his task to Kikuma-sensei a little 
past 7 p.m. and sneak out through the emergency exit to go to his car 
for the clothes,” Saikawa continued. “Of course, at that time, he would 
have greeted the guards and headed toward the parking lot. Then, he 
would have moved his own car parked in front of Suzumura-san’s car. 
It was just as he had promised Suzumura-san. Thirty minutes later, his 
fiancée Hattori-san, too, was supposed to leave her task to Ichinose- 
san and slip out of the laboratory. The two of them must have been 
excited to surprise their colleagues. But in the end, neither made it out 
through the emergency exit. They were killed. 


After Niwa-kun took off his thermal suit, Kikuma-sensei gave some 
reason to take him to the loading room and killed him there. Sensei 
must have invited him for some random reason, such as to carry 
something to be used at the party. Kikuma-sensei attacked Niwa-kun 
from behind on the stairs. After that, Kikuma-sensei operated the 
valve. He was not doing exactly what Ichinose-san had instructed. He 
would have had to open the valve in a hurry to make up for the time 
it took for the murder. At that time, Technical Officer Hachikawa was 
observing the pressure changes on the monitor and evaluating them as 
immature. 


Then, Kikuma-sensei acted as Niwa-kun and went to the laboratory to 
work. During this total of thirty minutes, Kikuma-sensei was giving 


instructions via radio from the laboratory. He did not show himself in 
front of us. In case of any issues, It was arranged for Ichinose-san, who 
was in the professor’s office, to handle them. Kikuma-sensei pretended 
to be Niwa-kun and followed the instructions he himself gave. After 
finishing the work in the laboratory, he returned not to the graduate 
student office but to the professor’s office. There, he took off Niwa- 
kun’s thermal suit. Soon after, he appeared in front of Nishinosono- 
kun and me. 


Meanwhile, as Tamako Hattori-san entered the preparation room 
wearing her thermal suit, Ichinose-san slipped out of the professor’s 
office and headed for the emergency exit. She executed exactly the 
same plan as Kikuma-sensei. As I mentioned earlier, while Kikuma- 
sensei was buying time by claiming servo malfunctions, Ichinose-san 
carried out her actions. The valve switching operation was also passed 
from Hattori-san to Ichinose-san at that time. Ichinose-san also issued 
instructions via radio from the laboratory. Once everything was done, 
Ichinose-san went straight back to the professor’s office and took off 
her thermal suit. Then, she returned both her and Kikuma-sensei’s 
suits to the locker in the graduate student office, where nobody was 
present.” 


“T see ...” Chief Nishinosono nodded approvingly. 
It seemed like everyone was convinced of Saikawa’s explanation. 


“That’s how their plan ended,” Saikawa spoke while sitting on the 
sofa. “As I mentioned initially, both Kikuma-sensei and Ichinose-san 
were unaware of the shutter malfunction. They had no intention of 
making the murder scene a locked room. Those shutters were their 
assumed escape route for the murderers. They had locked the 
emergency exit and Ichinose-san had locked the door to the laboratory 
from the outside so as not to arouse suspicion among the staff, 
students, and themselves in the PERC building. The act of Ichinose-san 
coming out wearing a thermal suit and locking the door was the most 
dangerous part of this plan. Their efforts were ruined by the shutter 
malfunction. When they heard about the shutter malfunction, they 
must have been truly surprised.” 


“Shouldn’t they have locked the emergency exit?” The detective with 
glasses asked as he wrote something in his notebook. 


“Kikuma’s office window is closest to the emergency exit,” Saikawa 
explained. “If that door had been thought to be the murderer’s escape 
route, it would have strengthened the possibility that it was an inside 
job. You know, the guards testified that they did not see any 
suspicious persons. However, if the shutters were the only escape 


route for the killer, then the statements of the guards would not be 
believed. It is obvious which was advantageous to the culprits ... Don’t 
you think so?” 


“You're right ... It’s a very psychological tactic.” Chief Nishinosono 
agreed. 


“So, the culprits had thought that far ahead ...” The detective also 
seemed convinced. 


ea: 


People other than Saikawa began to drink alcohol. Everyone seemed a 
little relieved by the explanations so far. Associate Professor Kita and 
Chief Nishinosono had been savoring their cigarettes for a while. Moe 
was seated on a small step by the window, leaning diagonally. Below 
her, Thoma was sound asleep, not moving at all. 


“Then, will you start the latter half of the lecture?” Kita urged 
Saikawa. 


“Yeah, right,” Saikawa began speaking after stirring the ice in his cola 
with a straw. “For Kikuma-sensei and Ichinose-san, the shutter 
malfunction was an irregular, sudden accident. It was an outcome 
they didn’t favor, but the scene ended up becoming a perfectly locked 
room. As part of their plan, this was rather an imperfect outcome. 
Additionally, Nishinosono-kun’s thorough investigation after the 
incident would have unsettled them. 


By the way, Ichinose-san was registered under the name ‘Shika’ and 
had been on PERC’s UNIX system for two years. Her original username 
was ‘Risu.’ She usually used the name but could not read other 
people’s e-mails with it. However, ‘Shika’ had the ‘Root’ privileges, 
which allowed her to read all the private e-mails that reached PERC’s 
staff. Ichinose-san would connect to the university’s computer center 
from her home computer via a telephone line, then access the PERC 
workstation as ‘Shika’ from there, secretly reading e-mails that arrived 
for Kita-kun in the middle of the night. This was because Nishinosono- 
kun and I e-mailed Kita-kun. She wanted to know how far the police 
investigation had progressed and what we were discussing about the 
case. Rather, perhaps, she was initially afraid of Kita-kun. Ichinose-san 
was worried that he might see through their scheme, I speculate.” 


“Tt’s an honor,” Kita said quietly. 


“However, Kita-kun went on a business trip to Canada this month. Of 
course, it had been planned in advance. As a result, the e-mails 
Nishinosono-kun and I had written might not reach Kita. To begin 


with, she couldn’t read the e-mails Kita-kun sent to us. Furthermore, 
Ichinose-san likely felt compelled to read the e-mail exchanges 
between Nishinosono-kun and me as she went through the e-mails 
reaching Kita-kun. Consequently, she took action by accessing the 
computer in my office within the architecture department as a guest 
to read our e-mail exchanges. 


Her efforts paid off. The information Nishinosono-kun obtained from 
the police was written in her e-mail. Ichinose-san learned that 
Nishinosono-kun was getting closer to the truth of the incident. What 
became decisive was the e-mail Nishinosono-kun sent to me, in which 
she wrote, ‘I have reached a certain conclusion.’ Ichinose-san, who 
was in Kyushu for an academic meeting, read that e-mail. She must 
have brought a laptop computer with a modem to Kyushu. By 
connecting the room’s phone connector to her laptop, she could log in 
to the university’s computer center from any hotel. She read 
Nishinosono-kun’s e-mail and discussed it with Kikuma-sensei. As a 
result, Kikuma-sensei changed his plans and decided to return one day 
earlier. Ichinose-san probably couldn’t return immediately because of 
her academic presentation.” 


“Ichinose-sensei was in charge of chairing the session that day,” Arai 
explained. 


“Kikuma-sensei, who returned one day earlier, tried to find out about 
Nishinosono-kun’s movements,” Saikawa continued. “That night, 
Kikuma-sensei saw Nishinosono-kun park her car in front of PERC. 
Her car stands out, you know. He might have stumbled upon it by 
chance. 


Nishinosono-kun sneaked into the PERC building. Kikuma-sensei 
followed her. He discreetly trailed her. Kikuma-sensei watched her 
from the darkness as she searched for a floppy disk in the graduate 
student office. The area where she worked was illuminated by the 
light of a computer. She seemed to have found something and put the 
floppy disk in her pocket. Not knowing what it was, Kikuma-sensei 
became anxious. It might have contained something important that 
was recorded on it. Moreover, it was taken from the shelf of Jun 
Masuda-kun, who passed away two years ago.” 


“Professor Kikuma was the one who attacked her that night ...,” Chief 
Nishinosono murmured. 


“Right. Kikuma-sensei, while ensuring his identity remained 
concealed, attempted to retrieve the floppy disk from her. As 
Nishinosono-kun entered the laboratory, Kikuma-sensei turned on the 
laboratory’s cooling system and cut off other power sources to prevent 


her from turning on the lights. He then put on a thermal suit and 
ambushed her as she emerged. The endeavor was ultimately 
successful. After Nishinosono-kun fell, Kikuma-sensei retrieved the 
floppy disk and disposed of it. Subsequently, he unlocked the main 
office door. This was done to make it appear as though the assailant 
who attacked Nishinosono-kun had used the key bundle in the main 
office. 


Kikuma-sensei’s state of mind at the time is unimaginable. He could 
do anything to cover up his and Ichinose-san’s crimes. He even tried 
to kill Nishinosono-kun. Kikuma-sensei locked the preparation room 
and barricaded himself inside the pitch-black space. He must have 
remained there for a while, calmly thinking. It was a state of mind 
that no imagination could reach here and now. He knew that 
ambulances and police were right outside. But he didn’t run away. He 
gave up and stayed there the whole time. 


Finally ... Kikuma-sensei came to a conclusion within a few hours. He 
decided to choose his own death.” 


“Suicide? His death was a suicide, you say?” The detective asked back. 
“But ...” 


“That’s right. Kikuma-sensei committed suicide by hanging himself in 
the loading room shortly after 2 a.m. He put a wire on the crane, 
pushed the control button himself, pulled up the wire, and hung 
himself. Before that, there was something he needed to do. He waited 
for the police to leave, then first checked the lock in the main office. 
Then, he returned the key bundle to his office. At that moment, he left 
a message near the key bundle. He then returned to the preparation 
room, locked the door from the inside, and killed himself in the 
loading room.” 


“Message?” Kita asked. It seemed Saikawa had told him something he 
did not know for the first time. 


“Yeah, I believe so ...,” Saikawa replied. “Kikuma-sensei speculated 
that Ichinose-san should be the first to arrive at PERC the following 
morning and that she should be the only one entering his office. He 
might have also thought that the police wouldn’t open the locked 
preparation room. Since the main office was closed, no one besides 
Ichinose-san would have access to the preparation room. Only 
Ichinose-san could enter the professor’s office, so the message should 
have been either on Kikuma-sensei’s desk or near the key bundle in 
the open drawer. It would have been something small, like a Post-it 
note. Something that could be quickly disposed of ...” 


“What message was it?” Chief Nishinosono asked. 


“The message was that she had to find his body alone ..., that she 
should not be surprised to see his corpse, and that she should handle it 
a certain way,” Saikawa responded immediately. “If Kikuma-sensei 
committed suicide, his accomplice Ichinose-san would be in danger. 
Suspicion would arise that Kikuma-sensei may have been the 
murderer. If so, Ichinose-san’s statement would be reconsidered. 
Kikuma-sensei wanted to avoid this. Therefore, he wanted Ichinose- 
san to move his corpse, which had committed suicide. He wanted to 
make it look like murder. 


When Ichinose-san entered the loading room that morning, Kikuma- 
sensei’s body was still hanging from the crane. Following Kikuma- 
sensei’s instructions, Ichinose-san moved the crane and lowered the 
corpse, then moved the crane back to its original position and placed 
the wire on the other side of the room. From this maneuver alone, it 
was certainly determined that it was not a suicide. Additionally, the 
police knew from the previous night’s investigation that the door to 
the preparation room was locked. Furthermore, since Ichinose-san was 
in Kyushu at the time of Kikuma-sensei’s death, her alibi was perfect. 
No one doubts her testimony as the one who found the body. Ichinose- 
san could have completed the task Kikuma-sensei instructed her to do 
in about a minute. However, I imagine that it was a nightmarish 
minute for her. Then she screamed loudly. It must have been a real 
scream she held back for only a minute.” 


“Unbelievable ...” Moe put her hand over her mouth. Machiko 
Funami’s eyes were red with tears. 


“So, this tenacity of Kikuma-sensei is beyond imagination,” Saikawa 
continued. “Until the end, he was thinking about protecting Ichinose- 
san. His making his death look like a murder was essential to ensuring 
Ichinose-san’s safety. Ichinose-san would have understood Kikuma- 
sensei’s intentions right away. Think about how Ichinose-san felt when 
she lowered Kikuma-sensei, who committed suicide for her, from the 
crane. This isn’t a story on the level of scary or crazy. She might have 
unloaded his body even if Kikuma-sensei had not instructed her to do 
so. It may have been her love to do so. But she ended up following 
Kikuma-sensei’s plan. On the contrary ...” 


Saikawa was a bit at a loss for words. Even he, usually a calm man, 
could hardly speak in a normal tone about this topic. 


“On the contrary ... Kikuma-sensei might have even planned this 
suicide play. It’s something I can’t fully comprehend, but it is not 
unlikely that it was indeed the case. Kikuma-sensei had decided both 


the date and the method from the beginning. It is also possible that he 
was not following Nishinosono-kun but was planning to sneak into 
that building and commit suicide. Moreover, he may have told 
Ichinose-san about the plan. In that case, his message should simply 
have said, ‘The time has come.’ But ... is it really possible for humans 
to do something like this?” 


Silence. And several sighs followed. 


“Do you think those two had a special relationship?” The detective 
seemed to have thought a bit. 


“Well, hold on a moment.” Saikawa didn’t answer the question. “In 
fact, both Kita-kun and Nishinosono-kun suspected that Kikuma-sensei 
might have been involved in the first locked room murder. That’s how 
it was, right?” 


Moe smiled by the window. After lighting his cigarette, Kita admitted 
it with pursed lips. Everyone shifted their gaze from Moe’s face to 
Kita’s face, and then back to Saikawa’s. 


“Nishinosono-kun snuck into that building to investigate Kikuma- 
sensei’s motives. Kita-kun also had suspected Kikuma-sensei before he 
went to Canada. But since there was no evidence, they could not say 
anything rash. While they were pondering what to do, the news came 
in that Kikuma-sensei had been murdered. Nishinosono-kun and Kita- 
kun must have both been relieved in their minds. Their hypothesis 
would have been ruled out, though.” 


“Well, you’re probably right ...” Kita shrugged. “My mind was 
occupied with the thought that Kikuma-sensei and Ichinose-san could 
be the murderers. I didn’t feel comfortable ..., you know, with the idea 
of my own boss being a murderer.” 


“However, Kikuma-sensei was murdered, and Ichinose-san had a 
perfect alibi,” Saikawa resumed. “With that, both Nishinosono-kun 
and Kita-kun thought their hypothesis had completely collapsed. Of 
course, I thought so myself at first. We were back to furidashi (starting 
point) ... Kikuma-sensei’s trick of risking his life had its effect to a 
certain extent. 


There was no way that Ichinose-san could have anticipated Kikuma- 
sensei’s suicide. I could not imagine that she would have been able to 
put the crane away on the spot when she found the body. Even if it 
was physically possible, I could not imagine she could have done so 
under such circumstances. However, considering that Kikuma-sensei 
may have given instructions to Ichinose-san in advance, the story 


flowed quite naturally. I thought there must have been Kikuma- 
sensei’s preliminary plan or message. 


Looking back, Kikuma-sensei made an extremely calm decision. It was 
frighteningly cruel, yet thoroughly thought out. Maybe Kikuma-sensei 
thought up the whole plan. Ichinose-san was Kikuma-sensei’s assistant 
when it came to the murder. Even so, from the fact that Kikuma-sensei 
persistently protected Ichinose-san, and from the fact that she 
obediently followed his instructions, it was certain that the motive for 
this murder was deeply connected to Ichinose-san.” 
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The wall clock struck twelve. A long box containing a pendulum hung 
beneath the hexagonal dial. Two pillars stood on either side of the 
dial, with two eagles spreading their wings at the top. Everyone 
waited for the clock to stop chiming. 


“Do you have any questions?” Saikawa asked. 


“How did she read e-mails from Saikawa-sensei’s office computer?” 
Arai questioned. 


“Ichinose-san had come to my office once before,” Saikawa explained. 
“When I asked Kikuma-sensei to show me the measurement program 
for that experiment, she came with a floppy disk. She left soon, but 
that floppy disk had a little program hidden in it. I ended up putting 
that floppy disk into the office workstation to view the measurement 
program.” 


“Computer virus ...,” Kita said from the side. 


“The program hidden on that floppy disk remained in memory 
automatically and had been running on our workstation all along. It 
was removing access permissions and copying files from Nishinosono- 
kun’s and my mailboxes to another file. All Ichinose-san had to do was 
check the freed file when she logged in as a guest. Since I still have 
the floppy disk she brought in, it would be evidence if it hasn’t been 
automatically erased.” Saikawa looked at Chief Nishinosono and the 
detective. 


Arai was providing additional explanations about computer viruses to 
Shimoyanagi and Machiko Funami. Kita also seemed to be assembling 
the mechanism of the computer virus in his head. 


“Umm ...” The detective raised one hand. “What was her motive? I 
mean, the motive for the murder.” 


“So, that’s a difficult question.” Saikawa nodded. “What I have been 


talking about so far is how they committed the murder, and why they 
had to do it is very vague. I don’t know the exact facts either. 
Everyone involved is dead except for Ichinose-san. If Ichinose-san 
regains consciousness, she might say something. Even so, I wonder 
how much she will explain ...” 


“It’s okay, even if it’s just your imagined hypothesis ... We’ll use it as a 
reference for the investigation.” The detective’s attitude toward 
Saikawa had clearly changed from that at the beginning. 


“Well. About their motives, Nishinosono-kun might have a different 
opinion from mine ...” Saikawa saw Moe, who extended her hand, 
urging him to continue. “So, I will share my interpretation. However, 
considering the meaning of the answer is considerably more difficult 
than solving the problem. Moreover, I don’t like expressing such 
human emotions in words because it feels like rounding pi to the 
nearest whole number. Please consider the following discussion not as 
speculation but rather as my way of processing things. 


First, I speculate that there was some special relationship between 
Ichinose-san and Jun Masuda-kun. The username ‘Shika,’ which 
belonged to Ichinose-san, was registered when Masuda-kun was in 
charge as ‘Root.’ That was two years ago. It seems to me that the two 
of them were exchanging secret e-mails. Although Masuda-kun was 
introduced to a sister by a hometown friend, there was a letter on the 
disk indicating that he declined the marriage proposal. Ichinose-san 
was the one who directly supervised Masuda-kun, and he was 
exceptionally talented, writing papers that garnered attention even in 
academic meetings. I think it’s likely that Ichinose-san’s ideas were 
significantly included in them. Perhaps, they were close enough to be 
called lovers. 


However, in the winter of the year before last, something caused their 
relationship to break down. Masuda-kun probably disappeared and 
committed suicide because of the reason. I have no idea now what 
happened to him. But I’m sure Niwa-kun was involved in it somehow. 
I don’t know what Niwa-kun did, but maybe because of it, Ichinose- 
san has been holding a grudge against Niwa-kun for a long time. 
There’s no point in speculating further, though ... 


This year, the engagement of Niwa-kun and Tamako Hattori-san may 
have triggered this murder. Ichinose-san harbored hatred toward 
Niwa. The disappearance of Masuda-kun would have been a shock to 
her. I believe Ichinose-san was sure Masuda-kun had committed 
suicide. The cause was Niwa-kun. And her fiancée Hattori-san came to 
know the secret. Although I can only express this in an abstract way, it 


must be true that Ichinose-san wanted to kill both of them. 


Ichinose-san confessed this to Kikuma-sensei. Why did she tell him 
that? At first, I imagined that Kikuma-sensei and Ichinose-san were in 
a lover’s relationship. However, considering Masuda-kun’s case and 
Kikuma-sensei’s faked suicide, it just didn’t sit well with me. It was 
unnatural for him to commit suicide to protect his mistress. If it were 
a double suicide, I could understand ... Kikuma-sensei was angry at 
Ichinose-san’s grudge as if it were his own and planned the murder, 
protecting Ichinose-san’s safety even if he himself died. As I 
mentioned earlier, what could be the strong bond observed in the 
actions of Kikuma-sensei and Ichinose-san? It’s not simply explained 
by a mentor-mentee relationship in academia, yet it feels closer to 
reality than a romantic relationship. A relationship capable of such 
things is ...” 


“Father and daughter?” Moe murmured by the window. 


“So ... that would make sense.” Saikawa nodded. Then he lit a new 
cigarette. 


“Rather, I could even say it’s inexplicable by anything else ... Kikuma- 
sensei and Ichinose-san were from the same hometown. When 
Ichinose-san was born, Kikuma-sensei divorced his first wife. Around 
the same time, Ichinose-san’s parents also divorced. Was that just a 
coincidence? After that, Kikuma-sensei hadn’t been married for a long 
time. Perhaps there was some connection between Ichinose-san’s 
mother and Kikuma-sensei. We could even consider the possibility 
that the illicit love between the two was the cause of both families’ 
divorces. That’s not an impossible possibility, is it?” 


“Got it. Once we get that far, we can extract the rest from Rika 
Ichinose,” Chief Nishinosono said. 


Suwano appeared with coffee on a tray. Everyone took a small cup 
one by one. Saikawa wondered how the old man knew that the 
conversation was coming to an end soon. 


“Ts that really so ...? I cannot believe Ichinose-sensei dated a man,” 
Machiko Funami murmured. 


“When Masuda-kun disappeared, Ichinose-san was twenty-six, and 
Masuda-kun was twenty-three, I think ...,” Saikawa said. “If they were 
dating, they probably kept it a secret from everyone. But there was the 
trouble involving Niwa-kun, and Masuda-kun disappeared. Ichinose- 
san might have changed afterward. It was after that when Funami-san 
was assigned to that office.” 


“I didn’t notice it at all.” Next to Funami, Arai tilted his head. 


“Because of your dullness?” As Machiko Funami whispered, Arai 
nudged Funami with his shoulder. 


“What does the name ‘Shika’ mean?” Moe asked. 


“T realized it a little later ...,” Saikawa said. “What is the Japanese 
word ‘shika’ in English?” 


“Tt’s ‘deer,’”” Moe answered. 
“Then, what is it in German?” Saikawa continued questioning. 
“Well ...” Moe couldn’t answer. 


“It’s ‘ricke.’ Ricke (sounding like Rika) means ‘doe’ in English,” Kita 
answered instead. 


“Rika Ichinose-san studied abroad in Germany,” Saikawa added. 


Chapter 13: Some Aspects of the Truth 
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The examination period had ended, and the university had entered a 
break known as “autumn break.” 


Saikawa energetically tackled the backlog of work that had 
accumulated. He wrote explanatory articles on the systems theory of 
construction and collapse of ancient and modern cities, and also 
produced two survey reports on cultural heritage conservation. His 
next new paper focused on numerical simulations of settlement 
formation, and it was already more than half completed. He realized 
he needed to buckle down soon to guide students’ graduation theses 
and master’s theses. Although he worked with the thought that things 
would become easier once these were all finished, there were no 
examples of things getting easier. 


Rika Ichinose regained consciousness in a few days. Police were 
allowed to question her, and she provided a detailed account of her 
motive. Although it was hardly publicized, Chief Nishinosono directly 
contacted Saikawa about it. 


Two years ago in December, on the night of the year-end party for the 
PERC course, Kenjiro Niwa gave a drunken Rika Ichinose a cab ride 
home after leaving the second bar. At the time, Niwa forced his way 
into Ichinose’s room, and Ichinose was assaulted by him. She did not 
tell anyone about the trouble. Back then, Ichinose was in a romantic 
relationship with Jun Masuda, but naturally, Ichinose didn’t discuss it 
with Masuda. Perhaps their relationship might have been platonic. 
They respected each other and appreciated each other’s research 
abilities. They had come to feel that their relationship was invaluable. 
However, Kienjiro Niwa talked to Masuda, his peer, about the incident 
on the night of the year-end party. Ichinose learned about it through 
an e-mail Masuda had written to “Shika,” the last e-mail Masuda 
wrote to Ichinose. 


Shortly thereafter, Masuda disappeared. He probably committed 
suicide by secretly sleeping in PERC’s duct space soon after his 
disappearance. The user “Shika” was originally set up by Ichinose to 
read e-mails from Masuda. Even after Masuda disappeared, Ichinose 
repeatedly logged into the computer from her home as “Shika” to 
check if there were any e-mails from Masuda. She continued to hold 
onto a faint hope that Masuda might still be alive somewhere. 


The “Root” authority was granted to “Shika” when Masuda 


disappeared. Worried that his disappearance would leave PERC staff 
in a bind without an administrator, Masuda preemptively assigned 
“Root” authority to “Shika,” Ichinose’s user account. 


Ichinose’s nerves were exhausted when Masuda became nervous and 
disappeared due to her carelessness and Niwa’s outrage. She became 
more and more convinced that Masuda had committed suicide, and 
her hatred for Niwa grew. She hated Niwa, but Niwa acted as if 
nothing had happened. At least on the surface, Ichinose’s pride made 
her remain intact. Such a situation had persisted for over a year. Since 
then, Ichinose had stopped drinking alcohol. 


At first, Ichinose heard about Kenjiro Niwa and Tamako Hattori’s 
engagement from Professor Kikuma. It was about a month before the 
incident. Ichinose simply couldn’t forgive Niwa. Moreover, when she 
heard about their engagement from the professor, she was sure it 
would have also reached Tamako Hattori’s ears. Given Niwa’s 
character, he wouldn’t have stayed silent. For Ichinose’s pride, the 
trouble that occurred between Niwa and her two years before was 
something she simply didn’t want others to know about, something 
she wanted to freeze and erase from existence. 


However, after two years, it was thawed out. 


Kenjiro Niwa inherited files and floppy disks left by Jun Masuda, and 
by chance, discovered a copy of an e-mail addressed to Ichinose from 
Masuda’s floppy disk. It had been left untouched in the “Shika” 
directory and appeared to be a kind of love letter. Niwa likely copied 
this file to his own hard disk and then deleted it. At the moment, Niwa 
finally realized the relationship between Ichinose and Masuda, and 
learned that the cause of Masuda’s disappearance was the incident of 
that year-end party between Ichinose and him. Furthermore, instead 
of feeling responsible for it, Niwa thought he could use it as leverage 
to blackmail Ichinose. Niwa believed Ichinose could not tell anyone 
about that incident. Meanwhile, the romantic relationship between the 
missing Masuda and Ichinose could be considered a shocking topic as 
a new revelation. Since Niwa was stingy with his money and had to 
write his doctoral thesis within the next year, he came up with the 
idea of getting a little cooperation from Ichinose. 


This proposal (or threat) from Niwa took Ichinose by surprise. She 
immediately decided that she must kill Niwa. She also considered 
Tamako Hattori, his fiancée, equally guilty as long as she knew the 
truth. Thus, Ichinose began to think of a way to kill the two graduate 
students. 


On the other hand, as Saikawa pointed out, Professor Kikuma was 
Rika Ichinose’s biological father. Although it was different on official 
records, her mother told her about Rika Ichinose’s biological father. 
Rika’s mother never spoke ill of Kikuma. When Rika was a young girl, 
she idealized the father she had never met, and this idealization 
guided her toward the path of education amidst their impoverished 
life. She grew up and pursued the same academic path as her father, 
enrolling in the engineering department at N University, where her 
father worked. When she entered N University, Kikuma noticed her 
presence. They reunited as father and daughter after eighteen years 
and spent secret moments alone. These past ten years must have been 
a blissful time for them, enough to make up for the previous eighteen 
years they had missed. 


Ichinose demonstrated undeniable talent as Kikuma’s successor. They 
became the best partners who could discuss with each other on the 
same level. Despite her young age, Ichinose had won numerous paper 
awards, and Kikuma’s research achievements had been particularly 
remarkable over the past decade. However, Ichinose kept silent from 
her father about her romantic feelings for Jun Masuda. Kikuma and 
Ichinose respected each other purely in the academic field, and they 
both felt that the affection between father and daughter was also very 
pure. 


However, the misfortune Ichinose encountered two years before threw 
them off balance. After much deliberation, Ichinose made the decision 
to confide in her father about the overwhelming anger and the 
magnitude of the problems she was facing. She laid everything bare. 
This included her frustration toward Kenjiro Niwa and Tamako 
Hattori, who had come to ask Kikuma to act as a go-between as if 
nothing had happened. Kenjiro Niwa had been ingratiating himself 
with Kikuma, which Ichinose found unbearable. Beyond the limits of 
her rationality, Ichinose explained to her biological father the 
appalling truth of that unbearable situation. 


When Professor Kikuma was told the truth by his daughter, he was 
furious. And his love for his daughter immediately sublimated into 
murderous intent toward Niwa. After that, Kikuma and Ichinose were 
to plan every night to murder Kenjiro Niwa and Tamako Hattori. The 
two researchers put their brilliant minds to full use to kill the students 
in their course. Had it not been for the shutter malfunction, their plan 
would have been a complete success. 


Rika Ichinose honestly told the police about the murder she had 
committed. However, she did not say anything about Professor 
Kikuma’s suicide. If Ichinose had moved the professor’s body on the 
spur of the moment, the sentence sought would be even harsher. But 
she neither denied nor affirmed that point. 


“Can you imagine? I mean, it’s the secret talk between Kikuma-sensei 
and Ichinose-san,” Saikawa told Chief Nishinosono over the phone. 
“What should I call it ...? It must have been intense. They thought 
they were making rational decisions, but I think there must have been 
some insane madness dominating them both. Isn’t it really a chilling 
situation?” 


“Indeed, it’s a bit hard for us to imagine.” Chief Nishinosono agreed. 
“Both Kyosuke Kikuma and Rika Ichinose had very high pride. Well, 
perhaps that’s the case for all university professors.” 


“Hmm, well, I suppose so,” Saikawa said, pondering if he himself was 
like that too. 


“Ts pride the most important thing?” The police chief muttered. 
“Maybe. Pride is all that remains for humans.” Saikawa agreed. 


“Well, you know ... It feels like more than just the entanglement of 
ordinary love or affection. I can sense a distinct power at play,” The 
police chief said pensively. “Was it anger toward the act that wounded 
the purity of those who aspire to scholarship?” 


“Well, maybe,” Saikawa responded vaguely. He didn’t fail to grasp 
what Chief Nishinosono was saying, but it felt like an alien emotion he 
had never experienced himself. “Yet, academia, fundamentally, is a 
vain pursuit.” 


So, it’s not supposed to be something vulnerable to external harm at its 
core. 


“Ts that so? Sensei, even you feel that way?” Chief Nishinosono asked. 
“Even though youre still young.” 


“T mean ...,” Saikawa denied. “Understanding the vanity of academia 
is the first step in academia. It’s the emptiness you first realize when 
you score a perfect grade on a test. That’s the beginning of academia.” 


“T want to say those words to students studying for exams,” the police 
chief laughed on the phone. 


“Well, umm, that’s not what I mean, though ...” Saikawa felt the 
police chief had misunderstood a bit, but he gave up there. 


Kikuma-sensi and Ichinose-san were both distinguished researchers. 
Especially Ichinose-san, even though she quit research early, their 
achievements haven’t vanished. That must be sufficient ..., Saikawa 
thought. 


ye 


When Research Associate Momoko Kunieda brought a man slightly 
shorter and slenderer than herself, Saikawa was inserting a CD into his 
computer and listening to music with headphones. He was so startled 
that he jumped up because he didn’t notice the sound of the two 
entering the room. 


Saikawa immediately forgot the name of the man introduced by 
Kunieda. Still, he appeared to be a person of good character, 
somewhat timid, and claimed to be a mathematics teacher at a private 
high school as he handed over his business card. He wore glasses, had 
a feminine demeanor, and upon closer inspection, was quite 
handsome. Kunieda, as usual, remained taciturn. 


“When I was in high school, I used to ask my math teacher a lot of 
questions,” Saikawa said to Kunieda’s fiancé. “It was questions like, 
‘Sir, what’s the point of this formula or this proof?’” 


“Students these days don’t ask those kinds of questions,” the high 
school teacher replied. “Their objectives are clear. For them, math is 
about preparing for university entrance exams.” 


“When they enter society and become adults, what use will math be?” 
Saikawa smiled. “No, I beg your pardon ... I didn’t mean that in a 
negative sense. But for ordinary life, isn’t it only important to know 
addition and multiplication at most? They’ll never encounter 
situations where they need to use differential equations or Fourier 
transforms in their entire lives, right? What’s the point of complex 
numbers anyway? I mean, they don’t even exist in this world ...” 


“You're right. Nowadays, such things aren’t covered in high school 
math,” he said, casting a fleeting glance at Momoko Kunieda. Kunieda, 
who had been standing silently until then, seemed to sense that the 
man who would become her husband was being teased a little, so she 
spoke up. 


“Saikawa-sensei, how would you respond?” Momoko Kunieda asked 
expressionlessly. “If a student were to ask, ‘What’s the point of 
math?” 


“T would counter, ‘Why does it have to be useful?” Saikawa responded 
immediately. “After all, aren’t the most enjoyable things often the 


ones that aren’t useful? Music and art serve no practical purpose 
either. The fact that it is the most useless is proof that mathematics is 
the most humanistic and purest disciplines. You know, only humans 
think about useless things.” 


“Why does it have to be useful, you say ...? Umm, that’s a good 
answer,” the high school teacher muttered. 


“In the first place, are we useful for anything?” Saikawa said jokingly. 


After Momoko Kunieda and her timid fiancé exchanged greetings with 
Saikawa and left, the door was knocked again a while later. 


“Yeah,” Saikawa responded. 


“Excuse me.” After a polite voice, Moe Nishinosono entered the room, 
holding a small pot of new houseplant. 


“Are you planning to turn my room into a jungle?” Saikawa said 
laughing. “You might as well bring in a crocodile at this rate.” 


“That’s a lovely idea.” 


Moe decided to place the potted plant by the window without asking, 
put down her shoulder bag on a chair, and began to fill the coffee 
maker with water. 


“Sensei, would you like American coffee (meaning weak coffee in 
Japanese)?” Moe asked as she opened the coffee can. 


“No, I want some coffee with a bit of bitterness.” Saikawa pretended 
to work at his computer. In fact, he had already finished his tasks long 
before. 


Moe wore a small baseball cap, giving her a boyish appearance from 
behind. After setting up the coffee, she approached Saikawa and 
peered at his face. Unusually, her makeup was not prominent today. 


“You know what ... I’ve got a proposal for a meeting with a view to 
marriage for Kita-sensei ...,” Moe suddenly said. 


“Eh?” Saikawa momentarily couldn’t breathe. “Sorry?” 


“A proposal ... for a meeting ... with a view ... to marriage ...,” Moe 
repeated. 


“For Kita? Not for me?” Saikawa finally caught its breath and asked. 


“Right. Kita-sensei is cool,” Moe said, glancing sideways. “I have a 


cousin who’s that caring. Sensei, could you pass this to Kita-sensei for 
me?” 


Moe took out a large envelope from her bag. 


“Y-you can’t be serious.” Saikawa was flustered. His face contorted 
into a forced smile. “I don’t want to. I can’t do something like that. 
Never. Besides, even if I were to give it to him, Kita would never say 
yes. That’s for sure.” 


“Why?” Moe asked with a serious expression. 
“Why?” Saikawa repeated. “I don’t know why ... There’s no reason.” 
“That’s not logical,” Moe chuckled. 


“In these topics, logic doesn’t matter. It’s silly ...,” Saikawa hurriedly 
defended. “More importantly, who is she? Who would meet Kita?” 


“T don’t know her. She’s a returnee, a graduate student at K 
University, a talented twenty-four-year old, and of course, beautiful 
...” Moe replied, folding her fingers one by one. 


“Twenty-four?!” Saikawa found himself raising his voice. “That’s 
absolutely not okay! They’re ten years apart! Unforgivable!” 


“Please stop. ‘Unforgivable’ is a word used by old people. Besides, 
fixating on age differences is not modern. It’s irrelevant.” It was an 
unusually commonplace phrase for Moe. 


“Why, in the first place, is it for Kita? Do you not have such a 
marriage proposal for me?” Saikawa said. 


In repeating the same content like this, it was evident that he was 
fixated on that point. After saying that, Saikawa prayed that Moe 
wouldn’t see through his feelings. 


Moe stood up, drawn by the enticing aroma of freshly brewed coffee. 
She placed a cup in front of Saikawa and then settled herself in the 
chair beside the desk, cradling her cup in both hands. 


They sat in silence for a while, sipping the freshly brewed black 
coffee. More precisely, Moe was still merely enjoying the aroma 
because her tongue could not take anything too hot. 


“TIsn’t it because Saikawa-sensei has me beside him?” Moe suddenly 
said, as if struck by a thought. 


“Blegh!” Saikawa exhaled sharply. Coffee sprayed out, spilling a 
considerable amount onto the desk and floor from the trembling cup. 


Moe promptly stood up and fetched a cloth from the shelf. 


“How can you ...?” Saikawa coughed and finally managed to speak. 
“How can you say such things so candidly ...? Be careful, strange 
rumors might spread.” 


“T’m fine. Sensei,” Moe said calmly. “Even if others judge us however 
they want ...” 


Saikawa spilled his coffee again. 


This isn’t like me, Saikawa realized. Besides Moe’s intentional feint 
attack, he felt that his own defensive weakness was also a problem. 


“Hey, stop doing that ... Just go home and study,” Saikawa finally said 
just that much. “You don’t have to do that anymore. Since I spilled it, 
’ll clean it up myself!” 


Saikawa snatched the cloth from Moe and wiped the desk. Several 
documents got stained brown. 


Moe had been smiling at Saikawa’s face all along, but after finishing 
her coffee, she made a brief greeting and left the room. 


Saikawa washed the coffee cups and stored them in the small 
cupboard by the wall. Then, he filled the cracked coffee pot with 
water to water the new potted plant Moe had brought in, and stood by 
the window. Looking outside, he saw a red sports car parked near a 
yellow campus streetlight. Moe just emerged from the building and 
was about to get into it. 


Oh dear ... 


Once again, Saikawa found himself on the verge of uttering that dead 
language. 


Her car echoed a low engine sound as it drove away. 


In the end, she left behind the document for the arranged marriage 
intended for Kita. Saikawa stared at the large envelope. He briefly 
entertained the idea of peeking inside, but quickly dismissed it as 
something he detested the most, and shrugged his shoulders. 


“What is the difference between secrecy and silence?” 
Saikawa muttered to himself. 
“Secrecy is something only humans can do.” 


This book was first published in 1996 in Japan by Kodansha Ltd., 


Tokyo, and translated in 2024 for The BBB: Breakthrough 
Bandwagon Books. 


The Interview About Doctors In the Isolated 
Room with Dr. MORI, Hiroshi 


B (Chief Editor of The BBB): In commemorating the completion of 
the English version of “Doctors In the Isolated Room,” we would like 
to talk with the author Dr. MORI, Hiroshi. As of March 2024, Dr. 
MORI has over 370 publications in Japan, and his debut work, “The 
Perfect Insider,” is an indispensable masterpiece in the history of 
Japanese mystery novels. His first published book was “The Perfect 
Insider,” but the maiden work Dr. MORI completed for the first time 
in his life was “Doctors In the Isolated Room.” Since the so-called 
“MORI Mystery” began from here, this work undoubtedly holds 
historically significant meaning. Today, we would very much like to 
hear the story behind this special piece. Dr. MORI, thank you for your 
time. 


MORI, Hiroshi: What I always feel first is gratitude toward you. 
Thank you always. This piece is one of the bitter experiences I don’t 
really want to re-read myself. As it was my first attempt at novel 
writing, I had many doubts, and it took a lot of time. I don’t think it 
turned out well. It can be described as an embarrassing piece. 


B: Your self-assessment regarding “Doctors In the Isolated Room” 
seems harsh, which surprises me. I heard that this book was Dr. 
MORI’s maiden work. Was there really no previous experience of 
writing novels, including short stories, before this piece, not just 
limited to mystery novels? Your legendary debut work, “The Perfect 
Insider,” was so shockingly impactful that it tends to overshadow 
“Doctors In the Isolated Room.” Still, it was also an innovative piece 
that overturned conventional mystery norms with its unique setting 
and characters. Dr. MORI, how did you manage to write such a high- 
quality piece you’re your maiden work? I guess this is a mystery in 
itself for readers. 


MORI: This book was my maiden work, and I had absolutely no 
previous experience writing novels. I hadn’t even written short stories. 
I was a complete amateur. The only exception was poetry. I wrote 
quite a bit of poetry. Additionally, I had been publishing manga 
(comic) works in doujinshi (self-published print works.) So, I did write 
the text that appeared within the panels of those comics. I suppose 
that’s somewhat similar to poetry as well. However, I’ve always had 
the habit, or rather, the tendency, to imagine stories in my head since 
I was a child, so I may have had the capacity to conjure up stories in 
my mind. I just hadn’t translated them into written words. 


I first wrote this novel, followed by “Mathematical Goodbye,” then 
“Jack the Poetical Private,” and my fourth work was “The Perfect 
Insider,” in that order. Even after sending my first novel to the 
publisher, I continued to write one book each month. When I was 
about to write my next book, the fifth one titled “Who Inside,” I 
received a call from the editorial department asking for “The Prefect 
Insider” to be released first. Galley proofs arrived, consuming my time 
as I read them, making me busy. 


This work was published three months after “The Perfect Insider.” Due 
to the change in the order of the works, I was forced to rewrite and 
work under time pressure. Since then, I have been working as a 
novelist, but I have never felt as busy as I did back then. 


Especially, “Doctors In the Isolated Room” originally wasn’t structured 
with each section in chronological order. In other words, scenes were 
shuffled in time, with each section marked with a location and date. 
Readers had to mentally rearrange events to understand the story. 
However, realizing this was overly unfriendly and confusing, I decided 
to arrange it chronologically. There hasn’t been another work where 
such a significant revision was made after completion. In short, it 
shows just how inexperienced I was at the time. 


The reason I made such a complicated work is probably because it was 
my first attempt at writing a novel, so I would have gotten carried 
away. Also, many readers might have been fed up with the lengthy 
scenes in which the reasoning was developed. I decided to make it 
simpler and easier to understand in subsequent works. 


B: I see. Listening to your story, I finally understand why you referred 
to this maiden work as “a bitter experience.” Having to revise multiple 
pieces simultaneously back then must have been quite physically 
demanding. In addition, the timeline was shuffled in the initial draft, 
wasn’t it? Certainly, if the timeline remained convoluted upon 
publication, it might have confused some readers. Personally, I like 
exactly where various reasonings are developed, but it was a discovery 
to learn that this was also an area you thought you needed to improve 
on. 


By the way, at the beginning of this book, there is a quote from 
“Foundations of Solid Mechanics” by Y. C. Fung. The interviewer 
(Ryusui Seiryoin, the translator of this book) also went through the 
source material before translating this book and was quite surprised 
by its substantial nature as a specialized textbook. Dr. MORI, did you 
originally know about this book as a researcher? Could you please 
explain the reason for quoting from this book and any influence it 


may have had on this novel? 


MORI: Fung’s book is an introductory text suitable for those studying 
mechanics and progressing to graduate level. For those seriously 
delving into mechanics, it is a must-read, almost a mandatory text. I 
chose to quote from it because I wanted to write a work centered 
around the logic in mystery novels. This link might seem obscure. 
Somehow, I had associated it in that way. Additionally, I hoped that 
this work would serve as an introduction to the future series. 
However, inadvertently, it became the second installment, and this 
plan fell through. 


I later felt that I had been getting carried away about such matters. If 
this work had been published as the first installment, I imagine many 
readers would have given up at this point. Therefore, I accept the 
editorial decision as appropriate. 


B: After learning your thoughts back then, I finally came to deeply 
comprehend why your maiden work took on this style. 
Simultaneously, I am once again deeply impressed by the editorial 
department’s accurate judgment in not releasing this book as your first 
work. 


The characters depicted in “The Perfect Insider and “Doctors In the 
Isolated Room” were of a type that had not been often portrayed in 
previous novels. So, at the time of publication, there was criticism that 
“the characters are not realistic.” However, after the era when science- 
oriented women became a boom and were recognized in Japan, I feel 
that they were portrayed very realistically upon re-reading. Then, I 
would like to know if there are any real-life models for the characters 
in your novels. I’ve heard rumors that Dr. MORI combines the names 
of acquaintances to name his characters. In particular, I’m curious if 
there was any connection between Professor Kishima, who was 
portrayed as a mentor figure in another work by Dr. MORI, and 
Professor Kikuma in this work, considering the similarity in their 
names. 


MORI: The characters in my novels are not modeled after real people. 
I simply use the names of people around me. However, I consciously 
incorporate gestures, dialogue, and judgments that make readers 
think, “I know someone like that,” throughout the story. Even if they 
are not directly related to the plot, such details contribute to creating 
a sense of reality. Not everyone in the science field is strictly science- 
oriented, but everyone knows there are occasionally extreme science- 
minded individuals. Most people would nod and say, “Oh yeah, I 
know someone like that.” I believe it’s important to create characters 


who are not entirely unnatural, even if somewhat eccentric. 


I name the characters without any particular attachment or 
preference, just randomly. If similar names happen to occur, it’s 
purely coincidental. Even if I use the names of acquaintances, I don’t 
base the characters on them. Everything is shuffled. 


B: Thank you for talking about how you create characters. It was my 
first time hearing such a story, so it was very helpful for me. Also, I 
am very convinced of it. 


When I read “Doctors In the Isolated Room” after “The Perfect 
Insider,” what strongly impressed me regarding the characters was 
Associate Professor Kita, who makes his first appearance as Professor 
Saikawa’s close friend in this work. While Kita himself and his 
relationship with Saikawa are both very attractive, I wonder if the 
absence of Kita in “The Perfect Insider,” which should have been 
written later, was an intentional choice by Dr. MORI. If not, was Kita 
added as a new character when “Doctors In the Isolated Room” was 
revised after completing “The Perfect Insider”? 


MORI: Even though I’ve mentioned rewriting this work, I only 
adjusted the timeline and didn’t add any new information. That 
character has been present from the first draft. I imagine that mystery 
fans might understand the reason for his inclusion. Mystery fans 
speculate about the culprit in various scenarios, so I arrange 
characters accordingly. Additionally, by introducing such a 
contrasting friend, I thought it would make the protagonist’s character 
stand out. It makes it easier to portray the protagonist. 


B: I see. I understood that even the placement of a character like Kita 
was calculated. I’m also convinced why Kita does not appear in “The 
Perfect Insider.” 


By the way, does the low-temperature laboratory, or the “isolated 
room” in “Doctors In the Isolated Room,” refer to an actual facility 
where Dr. MORI might have had some experience? Or was the concept 
of a low-temperature laboratory devised as a fictional setting out of 
necessity for the story? What led you to choose the “isolated room” 
theme when writing your maiden work? 


MORI: Such experimental facilities do indeed exist and are not 
uncommon. For instance, in places where icebreakers are researched, 
they conduct experiments using model ships to navigate through 
sherbet-like ice. Additionally, there are pools where waves are 
generated to study the stability of offshore platforms, which are quite 
common. However, there was a need for a locked room in the story, 


and I designed it conveniently to be monitored from the outside. 


When I write a novel, I decide on the setting before designing the 
story. Then, I create a list of characters somewhat randomly. Finally, I 
imagine the overall flow while thinking about tricks and such in that 
order. In other words, once the setting and characters are determined, 
the details naturally fall into place, making it easier to brainstorm. Oh, 
and above all, the first thing I consider is the title. However, I 
explored such a creative process while writing this novel, so I thought 
of the title later. It’s the only exception. 


B: I’m impressed by the fact there are similar experimental facilities. I 
believe that your design of it as an easily understandable “isolated 
room” contributes significantly to the appeal of this novel. Also, in the 
sense that it’s the only case you came up with the title later on, this 
work is indeed valuable. I completely agree that determining the 
setting and characters first makes it easier to imagine the details of the 
story. I think many people would agree with that, if they’ve ever 
written a novel even once. 


In the opening of Chapter 1 of this book, the scene where university 
professors discuss ideal mathematical problems is very impressive. I 
assume that during your tenure at the university, you might have 
actually been involved in creating mathematical problems. Are there 
any similarities or differences between creating mathematical 
problems and creating mysteries? Would your experience in creating 
mathematical problems have been beneficial for creating mysteries? 


MORI: I was actually appointed several times to committees that 
created math entrance exam questions. Setting the difficulty level is 
crucial, whether to make the questions solvable by some or unsolvable 
by others. In that sense, mystery novels are similar, and I generally 
decide whether to make them solvable only by some or unsolvable by 
some. If everyone can solve them or if no one can, they wouldn’t be 
suitable as questions and wouldn’t be usable as mystery novels either. 
However, I don’t think that creating math problems has helped me in 
writing mysteries. Mysteries are not meant to test the reader’s 
abilities, and I don’t consider problem submission and response to be 
the main allure. Among mystery readers, some rejoice when they 
solve the mystery, and others find joy in not solving it. Since mysteries 
cater to a broader range of individuals than entrance exams, it 
becomes a different-natured, more complex undertaking. 


B: Certainly, unlike mathematics problems, mysteries have a wide 
variety of elements that readers seek in a work. Therefore, setting the 
difficulty level seems considerably challenging in that regard. Because 


these words come from Dr. MORI, who has been creating 
mathematical problems, they carry credibility. I was once again made 
to think about the uniqueness of the mystery genre. 


From the middle of this book onward, I was fascinated by how the 
reasonings of Moe Nishinosono, Associate Professor Kita, and 
Associate Professor Saikawa reflect their individual personalities. The 
sections that hit the truth and others that logically falter are all 
exquisitely designed. How could you arrange multiple layers of 
reasoning like this? Did you find any aspect of the various solutions to 
the math problems you had created helpful? 


MORI: Reasoning is the process where, upon contemplation, various 
lines of thought emerge in your mind, and then they are articulated to 
others as possibilities. These hypotheses suggest that phenomena can 
be explained in certain ways if considered thus. When these 
hypotheses are subjected to further scrutiny, it’s possible to discover 
overlooked aspects, entertain alternative possibilities simultaneously, 
or uncover inconsistencies and deficiencies, such as being able to 
explain observed phenomena only partially. 


By comparing multiple hypotheses, combining them, or conversely 
considering opposite possibilities, you can move closer to more 
credible hypotheses. In this process, it’s often the case that some ideas 
are lacking and fail to approach the truth, but when these 
shortcomings are overcome, you can experience the true satisfaction 
of problem-solving. Initially, I wanted to create mysteries that 
meticulously trace such thought processes. However, this proves to be 
extremely challenging. It’s because it’s difficult to know in advance 
how much imagination or understanding the reader will provide. This 
aspect is similar to mathematical problems. Still, unlike exams or tests 
where the audience is targeted, novel readers are widely dispersed, 
making it nearly impossible to anticipate their reactions. 


While mathematical problem solutions do not have many patterns, 
hypotheses in mysteries can vary widely, ranging from the mundane 
to the outrageous. There are hardly any similarities between the two. 


B: As an interviewer, I personally felt that this work is indeed a 
“mystery that meticulously traces the thought process,” and that 
aspect intrigued me the most. However, it’s true that not all readers 
are seeking that. So, balancing readers’ preferences in the diverse 
world of mysteries is truly challenging. 


By the way, I can say that one of the outstanding features of Dr. 
MORT’s works is the excellent use of metaphors, such as the one at the 
end of Chapter 1 of this book: “The midsummer night was as long as 


the wait at the dentist’s office.” Are you deliberately thinking, “I will 
put in a smart metaphor here”? Or is it something that naturally 
comes to your mind while writing? 


MORI: Well, while writing, I deliberately think about whether it’s 
time to insert a smart phrase, and I write with intention. If I don’t 
intend to write it, it doesn’t come to me. It’s not something that 
naturally emerges. Instead, I pause for a few seconds, ponder, and 
then come up with ideas. They don’t come to me while walking 
straight toward my destination. I stop, look around, and find them. It’s 
similar to poetry. 


B: I now understand you are deliberate about timing when inserting 
smart phrases. As you say, it might be true that we might not come up 
with clever phrases unless we intentionally set out to write them. 


Furthermore, in Dr. MORI’s works, I feel that the detailed descriptions 
of gestures during character dialogues work very effectively as spices 
in the story. Regarding these gesture descriptions, do you intentionally 
insert them, or do they come naturally? 


MORI: In the first place, I think visually in my mind, so actually 
writing them down in words is just a small part of it. If I were to write 
everything down, it would become overwhelmingly voluminous and 
difficult to read. Also, I find it unnatural to include the speaker’s 
demeanor within dialogue lines, so I just ensure that expressions and 
demeanor are minimally discernible. For example, some words in 
Japanese are primarily used by women, but such lines are rarely heard 
in reality. It’s more realistic to write “She said angrily” rather than 
focusing on the choice of words in the lines. In this way, this writing 
style naturally emerged. In languages where gender or emotion is less 
apparent in word choice, expressions like these may arise naturally. 
There should also be individuals for whom such expressions are more 
common and those for whom they are not. 


B: Looking back from that perspective, we can see Dr. MORI’s creative 
ingenuity, suggesting that readers like us may enjoy it even more. 


What remains impressive in this book is the heavy smoking habits of 
Associate Professors Saikawa and Kita. Although you were also a 
heavy smoker at the time of writing this work, you later quit smoking 
altogether. Nowadays, smoking places are increasingly restricted, and 
cigarettes are being excluded from society. Could you have anticipated 
such a society at the time of writing this work? 


MORI: Of course, I could have anticipated that. However, a heavy 
smoker is someone who constantly smokes several cigarettes in a row 


when discussing or drinking coffee, for example. Since I wrote this 
novel with a specific time period in mind, I have no intention of 
rewriting it. For instance, in American and European dramas, scenes 
of characters holding glasses of alcohol often appear. Soon, alcohol 
will also be subject to restrictions (such as where it can be consumed). 
What do you think? 


B: As you pointed out, regulations on where alcohol can be consumed 
will continue to tighten. The fact that street drinking was freely 
permitted in Japan until now surprised the world, as seen in the news 
coverage of Halloween in Shibuya. In line with global trends, such 
occurrences are likely to become increasingly rare. 


In both “The Perfect Insider” and “Doctors In the Isolated Room,” 
there are many descriptions of characters wearing glasses. While 
descriptions of other characters wearing glasses occur multiple times, 
Associate Professor Saikawa wearing glasses is mentioned only once in 
each of the two novels. Could the scarcity of this description be 
attributed to the possibility that Saikawa was initially conceived as a 
character without glasses but was later altered to wear them? 


MORI: Saikawa wearing glasses was part of the initial 
characterization. However, as Saikawa serves as the focal point of the 
story, there are fewer descriptions of his glasses simply because he 
cannot observe them himself. When writing, I immerse myself in the 
perspective of the focal character, observing and highlighting what 
captures his attention in the text. 


Nowadays, with the widespread use of contact lenses, the number of 
people wearing glasses has decreased. Still, it’s true that the majority 
of people wear either one. Additionally, it’s a fact that many people in 
science fields wear glasses due to their involvement in experiments. 
By the way, I had never worn glasses before, but recently I have worn 
reading glasses. As I imagined, I tend to forget about their presence 
while wearing glasses. 


B: I’m now fully convinced of the matter of glasses. I truly appreciate 
your courteous responses to all the questions in this interview. Thanks 
to you, I believe that readers who have finished reading this book will 
once again feel the special charm that comes from it being the 
author’s maiden work. 


As of February 2024, the English version of “The Perfect Insider” has 
been downloaded in fourteen countries and is spreading smoothly. We 
also hope that this book, “Doctors In the Isolated Room,” and 
subsequent works in the S&M series will be widely read in the same 
way. The extent to which I can translate the following eight works in 


the S&M series into English depends on the support of our readers. As 
long as readers from various countries anticipate them, I would like to 
continue translating as much as possible. Dr. MORI, thank you for 
always graciously granting permission for the translations. We 
sincerely appreciate it. We look forward to your continued support in 
the future. 


MORI: I am also grateful. In particular, I imagine this work was the 
most challenging to translate into English. I mean, I was worried that 
there might have been difficult parts, even in Japanese. I apologize for 
any trouble I may have caused you. I look forward to the future 
translations. 


This interview was conducted in February 2024, exclusively for 
The BBB: Breakthrough Bandwagon Books. 


